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Foreword 


Among the masterpieces of American painting in the Corcoran’s perma¬ 
nent collection, Frederic Church’s Niagara is perhaps the institution’s 
most celebrated work and thus a logical stimulus for this exhibition. 
Painted in 1857 when Church was thirty-one years old, Niagara represents 
one of the great achievements of the artist’s career. After its successful 
showing in New York City, the painting was exhibited in London and at 
various locations in the British Isles and the American South, drawing 
acclaim as the greatest picture produced on this side of the Atlantic. And, 
perhaps most importantly, the painting came to embody the promise and 
fulfillment of America. 

Even today, Church’s Niagara remains one of the sensational visual 
icons of nineteenth-century America, a symbol of the country’s primeval 
wilderness. Yet this painting was just one of a flood of images of the Falls 
that began around 1700 and continued in earnest production until the later 
years of the nineteenth century. As this exhibition shows, the great cata¬ 
ract was a subject for artists, writers, entrepreneurs, photographers, 
engravers, and tourists themselves during its almost 200-year reign over 
the imagination of contemporary society. Depicted in sweeping pano¬ 
ramas, paired in contrasting views, and shown in moonlight, during every 
season, and in its many moods, Niagara Falls was an incredible visual chal¬ 
lenge. This exhibition gives us an opportunity to see the outpouring of 
Niagara imagery that places Church’s work and the other objects in the 
show in the rich context they deserve. 

We are, however, in receipt of much more with this show. It allows us 
to celebrate the centennial of the declaration of Niagara Falls as a state 
park. And more than just an anniversary, the exhibition tells us a great 
deal about what we have been and what we have become. Even as it stood 
as the emblem of America, Niagara Falls also turned into a tourist mecca 
—a public entertainment—and then became a source for industrial 
power. Niagara’s odyssey from the exalted role of national icon to its de¬ 
mocratization and later industrialization has taught us much about natural 
preservation. 

Niagara has been an enormous project. We are grateful to all of the 
lenders who have shared their objects so generously and to our colleagues 
both in the United States and Canada for their support. We would like to 
thank The New-York Historical Society; the Buffalo and Erie County His¬ 
torical Society and its Curator of Iconography, Clyde Eller; the Library of 
Congress and its staff members Donna Elliot, Bernard Riley, and George 
Hobart; and the Niagara Falls, New York, Public Library and Donald 
Loker there. We also want to extend our appreciation to Joseph Martin, 
Director, Brydon C. Smith, Assistant Director, and Charles Hill, 

Curator of Canadian Art, National Gallery of Canada; Mary Allodi and 
Honor de Pencier of the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto; Jim Burant, 
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Chief, Collections Management, Public Archives of Canada; and Ella M. 
Foshay at The New-York Historical Society for their support and contribu¬ 
tions to the project. 

Among those whose commitment to Niagara has ensured the exhibi¬ 
tion’s wide availability are the show’s participating museums, and we are 
grateful to Douglas Schultz, Director of the Albright-Knox Art Gallery in 
Buffalo, and to Dr. James Bell, Director of The New-York Historical 
Society, for their efforts in making the tour of Niagara a success. Our 
consultants have been of enormous importance, and we extend our grati¬ 
tude for their work to: Elizabeth McKinsey, Associate Professor of 
English and American Literature and Language, Harvard University; 
Alfred Runte, Assistant Professor of History and Adjunct Assistant Pro¬ 
fessor of Environmental Studies, University of Washington, Seattle; John 
F. Sears, former Director of the Eleanor Roosevelt Centennial Confer¬ 
ence Center at Vassar College; and Carl Bode, Department of English, 
University of Maryland. We also want to thank individuals who contrib¬ 
uted to the project: Gerald L. Carr, Merl M. Moore, Jr., John Davis 
Hatch, Ingrid Maar, and Anthony Bannon; and Corcoran staff members 
who have been involved in every aspect of the project, especially Anne 
Prager, secretary to the Curator of Collections; Barbara Moore, Curator 
of Education; Robyn Asleson, research assistant; and Elizabeth Beam, 
Registrar. 

Three keys to the success of the Niagara project remain. First, 
we would like to thank Jeremy Elwell Adamson, Associate Curator of 
Later Canadian Art at the National Gallery of Canada. This exhibition 
very much reflects the depth of his research and perceptions on the sub¬ 
ject. Second, we are very much in the debt of Edward Nygren, Curator 
of Collections at the Corcoran for overseeing the entire project, giving it 
both support and direction. With his typical sensitivity and calm, he 
brought together the diverse elements that go into a major exhibition and 
catalogue and ensured that each part reached its full potential even as it 
was integrated into a focused whole. Third, we want to thank the 
National Endowment for the Humanities for the wide-ranging support 
that has been so important to the realization of this project. 


Edward J. Nygren 

Curator of Collections 
The Corcoran Gallery of Art 


Preface 


Revered and exploited in the two hundred years covered by this exhibi¬ 
tion, Niagara elicited thousands of visual and verbal responses that mir¬ 
rored changing attitudes toward nature and America. Even from the first 
published eyewitness account and exaggerated view of the Falls at the end 
of the seventeenth century, Niagara was considered more than just another 
waterfall. Endowed by artists and writers with supranatural significance, it 
became the most famous natural wonder in the world and symbol, in its 
magnitude and power, of the New World’s limitless potential. This con¬ 
cept of Niagara effectively ended with the Pan-American Exposition of 
1901, which marked the harnessing of the cataract’s enormous hydroelec¬ 
tric energy. By then, Niagara had ceased to command any significant artis¬ 
tic interest and had been replaced as a symbol of America’s promise by the 
Statue of Liberty. 

Today, although the Falls remains an impressive sight and popular 
tourist attraction, Niagara’s urban industrial environs are so totally differ¬ 
ent from the wilderness setting of the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries that it is difficult for us to appreciate the complex associations 
—political, religious, aesthetic, psychological—that Niagara itself and 
images of the Falls aroused in the visitor or viewer of the last century. But 
there is another obstacle to our responding as our ancestors did to Niagara 
or depictions of it. Intellectual ideas and aesthetic ideals affect what and 
how we see. Concepts of the beautiful, sublime, and picturesque were 
integral to Romanticism’s spiritual interpretation of nature in general and 
of the Falls in particular. Today, we may take as much visual delight in a 
waterfall as our forefathers did, but we invest it with far less meaning. 

A major purpose of the present exhibition is to place artistic and cul¬ 
tural attitudes toward Niagara in a broad intellectual and social context. 
Works of art are juxtaposed with mementos to provide a sense of the 
breadth and scope of Niagara’s impact on the nineteenth-century imagina¬ 
tion. Although the exhibition extends from 1697, the year in which the 
first rendering of the Falls was published, to the 1901 Exposition, the 
greatest concentration of material is from the nineteenth century. That 
century witnessed the transformation of Niagara from wilderness outpost 
to tourist mecca, from nature’s grandest scene to western New York’s 
source of industrial power. In that century, Niagara also came to be 
equated with the promise of the United States, with its democracy and its 
destiny. And it was later in the century that Niagara was rescued from 
gross exploitation by the establishment of the Niagara State Reservation. 
The catalogue’s essays by Jeremy Adamson, Elizabeth McKinsey, John 
Sears, and Alfred Runte document this change as the authors explore vis¬ 
ual, literary, social, and environmental responses to the Falls. 

This year, 1985, marks the 100th anniversary of the creation of the 
reservation and provides an appropriate occasion for a historical examina- 
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tion of Niagara’s place in American life and art. With over 250 objects, this 
exhibition highlights Niagara’s centrality in American intellectual and artis¬ 
tic history of the last century. What emerges from this vast array of ma¬ 
terial ranging from breathtaking compositions by America’s leading artists 
to commercial souvenirs, from thoughtful accounts to popular guidebooks, 
is a sense of Niagara’s mythic as well as real place in nineteenth-century 
thought. As the number and variety of pieces in this show suggest (and 
they represent only a small fraction of the numerous images and objects 
produced), Niagara was for several generations of Americans more than 
just a tourist attraction. It was also a compelling subject, perhaps the most 
compelling and enduring subject the country has ever had, for it em¬ 
bodied the aspirations of a young and vigorous nation. It is hoped that the 
exhibition Niagara has placed this extraordinary natural and cultural phe¬ 
nomenon in a new light. 


by Jeremy Elwell Adamson 


Nature's Grandest Scene in Art 


Niagara Falls was the most frequently described and depicted natural won¬ 
der in North America. No other site in the New World was represented so 
many times by so many artists in so many ways. From 1760 to 1900, count¬ 
less amateur sketchers and professional painters, foreign and native-born 
alike, swarmed over the location, picturing the waterfalls from every pos¬ 
sible vantage point. There are views from close-up and far away, from 
above and below on both sides of the gorge, upstream and down, from 
islands and promontories adjacent, and from boats, bridges, and observato¬ 
ries downriver. There are even constructed bird’s-eye views. 

The fact that there are two widely separated cataracts more than 
doubled the possibilities. Artists vied with one another to depict the Falls 
from unfamiliar angles in order to reveal novel aspects of their varied 
scenic grandeur. The artists were attracted not only to the two enormous 
waterfalls but the great mile-long stretch of rapids upstream, the enormous 
whirlpool three miles below, and other phenomena, substantially aug¬ 
menting the number and diversity of Niagara views. The cataracts were 
pictured in every season and at all times of the day: there are spring, sum¬ 
mer, autumn, and winter views as well as dawn, noon, sunset, and moon¬ 
light compositions. They were represented under serene blue skies and 
lightning-riven thunderclouds, during moments of peace and times 
of tumult. 

Produced in every pictorial medium, views of the Falls varied in size 
from the minute dimensions of the miniature to the vast proportions of 
the moving panorama. By the 1850s, images of Niagara were to be encoun¬ 
tered everywhere; it was virtually impossible not to know what the Falls 
looked like. Paintings of Nature’s Grandest Scene could be found in pub¬ 
lic exhibitions and private collections while popular prints could be pur¬ 
chased in city bookstores and rural emporia. Engravings were published in 
expensive giftbooks and illustrated weeklies, literary journals and penny 
magazines. Views of Niagara decorated theater curtains, scenic wallpapers, 
dinnerware, sheet music, commercial advertising labels, lamp shades, and 
stock certificates. Niagara Falls also proved to be the single most popular 
landscape subject among the millions of mass-produced stereographic pho¬ 
tographs that flooded the parlors of the Old and New Worlds after 1860. It 
was truly a theme for Everyman, appealing equally to all classes and levels 
of taste on both sides of the Atlantic. 

Pictorial representations of Niagara Falls from the 1760s through the 
end of the nineteenth century constitute a distinctive chapter in the his¬ 
tory of landscape art—one that was familiar in the 1800s but virtually 
unknown today. In retrospect, this period proves to be surprisingly coher¬ 
ent in its arrangement: there is a beginning, a gradual development, a 
grand climax (Frederic Church’s famed Niagara of 1857), a denouement, 
and conclusion at the turn of the twentieth century. The inherent neat- 
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ness of this structure depends on the connection between the pictorial 
tradition and the waxing and waning of one of the greatest themes of the 
Romantic era—the sublime. Without the notion of sublimity to infuse the 
scene with meaning, Niagara Falls would have remained little more than 
a spectacular display of falling water, but with it, Niagara became the 
ultimate Romantic landscape, pregnant with meaning of the most tran¬ 
scendent sort. For the vast majority of painters, Niagara Falls was the 
“sublimest of sublimities,” 1 the terrestrial world’s grandest symbol of 
divine omnipotence. 

In the latter half of the eighteenth century, the sublime denoted a cat¬ 
egory of aesthetic emotion aroused by objects or ideas that were over¬ 
whelming in scale or force. By 1830, the sublime had evolved from an 
aesthetic experience to a religious one in which the perceived immensity 
of natural phenomena directly suggested the infinitude of God. As an aes¬ 
thetic concept, the sublime was the opposite of “the beautiful” and was 
devised in the mid-1700s to provide a theoretical justification for the 
intense delight evoked by vast and often terrifying subjects or ideas. As 
the Scottish philosopher Hugh Blair put it in 1783, the “impression 
[which] great and sublime objects [make] consists in a kind of admiration 
and expansion of the mind; it raises the mind much above its ordinary 
state; and fills it with a degree of wonder and astonishment that it cannot 
well express.” 2 In the early 1800s, the uplifting nature of the sublime 
experience became the chief point of focus, and writers increasingly 
expressed that experience in religious terms. By the 1830s, it was com¬ 
monplace to assert that God communed directly with man through the 
immensity and magnificence of nature. 

Just as travel writers discovered Niagara’s sublimity to be their “Ulys- 
sean bow” 3 so landscape painters found it to be their greatest challenge. In 
fact, it was declared the most defiant of all natural subjects. To give appro¬ 
priate visual form to the incomparable grandeur of the Falls seemed 
impossible: it was too impressive, too overwhelming. For most, it appeared 
to be an incontrovertible axiom that Niagara’s sublimity was located far 
beyond the reach of art. Not only the incomparable scenic splendors but, 
more importantly, the terrifying yet exalting impact that Niagara Falls had 
upon the mind seemed artistically inexpressible. Writers found it inde¬ 
scribable and landscapists unpaintable. Neither group was deterred, how¬ 
ever, in its attempt to capture the cataracts’ elusive sublimity. 4 Just as 
“Niagara’s of ink” 5 were spilled in the literary endeavor, so a continuous 
stream of views was produced in the artistic attempt. In the final analy¬ 
sis, one descriptive account and one canvas stand alone as the preeminent 
statements of the essential spirit of the scene as experienced in the nine¬ 
teenth century—Charles Dickens’s reaction in his American Notes (1842) 6 
and Frederic Edwin Church’s Niagara. The former was the most commonly 
reprinted verbalization and the latter the most widely acclaimed pictorializa- 
tion. Each best expressed the Romantic era’s conception of Niagara’s sub¬ 
limity as an exalting and peace-inspiring experience of divinity. 


On Friday, May 1, 1857, a short notice appeared in the New York Times: 
“Church’s magnificent picture of Niagara, just completed, is on exhibition 
(free) for a few days at Williams & Stevens.” 7 The advertisement proved 
to be the initial spark that ignited a veritable firestorm of enthusiasm that 
swept the city that month. Within days, increasing crowds overflowed the 
exhibition rooms of the New York firm of art dealers, Williams, Stevens & 
Williams at 353 Broadway Avenue. In the rear, gas-lit showroom, visitors 


encountered an astonishing creation—a seven-foot-long, three-and-one- 
half-foot-high panoramic view of the Horseshoe Fall seen from close-up on 
the Canadian shore entitled The Great Fall, Niagara (fig. I). 8 So faithful 
was the representation and so powerful its impact upon the imagination 
that a reporter for the Home Journal concluded breathlessly that “this is 
Niagara, with the roar left out/” 9 The New York Times likewise extolled the 
artist’s remarkable achievement of illusionism: “Behold!” it intoned gran¬ 
diloquently, “the marvel of the Western World [is] before you.” 10 

Critics were disarmed. Their typical fault-finding abilities were over¬ 
powered by the picture’s “vraisemblance.” n “The more one looks at it,” 
announced the Albion, “the less there is to say about it; the deeper and 
more absorbing the enjoyment.” 12 According to Boston’s Weekly Traveller, 

“to say 'How beautiful it is!’ is like saying the same thing of a perfect 
June day.” 13 Another journalist reported, “to write of this picture is like 
writing of the Falls themselves. You think of it and your pen hangs idly in 
your hand, as your imagination brings back to you the grandeur and the 
grace you gazed upon.” 14 

News of Church’s triumph 15 spread through the city. Almost immedi¬ 
ately, thousands were crowding into the Broadway gallery daily 16 to see 
what the Albion declared on May 2 to be “incontestably the finest oil pic¬ 
ture ever painted on this side of the Atlantic.” 17 The exhibition was a sen¬ 
sation. “Seldom if ever,” commented the New York Daily News, “have the 
'art circles’ of our city been aroused to such a high point of enthusiasm in 
their praise of any work of art” 18 ; a visit to Williams & Stevens became 
the rage. Niagara was unanimously applauded as an epoch-making produc¬ 
tion in the history of American art. The New York Courier & Enquirer sol¬ 
emnly stated that “we know of no American landscape which unites as 
this does the merits of composition and treatment.” 19 According to another 
journal, “ordinary praise [was] impertinent” for the young American had 
not only “rivalled Turner’s light [but] equalled the Pre-Raphaelite 
detail.” 20 For most, Niagara seemed a veritable watershed in the history of 
American painting. 

Journalists all reiterated one outstanding point—Frederic Church’s 
picture was the finest representation of Niagara Falls ever painted. Finally, 
after 160 years of pictorial attempts and failures, the celebrated scene had 
been interpreted by an artist who fully comprehended it. 21 Church had 
succinctly conveyed that most resistant and ineffable of themes—“the 
absolute spirit of the place.” 22 Nature’s Grandest Scene had at last 
revealed itself to an artist-seer who had the necessary skill and insight to 
replicate its ever-changing forms and unlock its innermost meanings and 
display them clearly for all to see and understand. Church’s Niagara was 
decreed “the great painting of the grandest subject of Nature!” 23 It was 
“the chef cToeuvre of Niagaras upon any canvas,” 24 and was “universally 
acknowledged [to be the] best representation of Niagara Falls ever 
painted.” 25 Not only was it the finest yet created, but likely the best ever 
to be produced: “future pictures of the Cataract may be different but they 
cannot be superior to this.” 26 Such eulogies previously would have been 
unthinkable for it had become an article of faith that the successful deline¬ 
ation of Niagara Falls was outside the reach of human art. “What proposi¬ 
tion has been more universally acknowledged as an axiom in American art 
than this,” demanded the New York Times', “that Niagara could not be 
reproduced upon the canvas? Everybody has echoed this remark—every¬ 
body has believed it—nobody could question, because nobody disproved 
it.” 27 Simply put, “Mr. Church came, and saw, and conquered.” 28 

In June 1857, Niagara crossed the Atlantic and was placed on view in 
a London gallery before being chromolithographed for popular consump- 
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Fig. 2. Unidentified, Chute d'eau de Niagara, 
1697 (cat. no. 170). Private Collection. 


tion by Day & Son, Britain’s leading firm of commercial fine art print- 
makers. Among the first of “a few connoisseurs” privileged to preview the 
picture in London was none other than John Ruskin, the chief exponent 
of scientific naturalism in art and, with the publication of his landmark 
Modern Painters, , 29 the leading critic of landscape painting in the English- 
speaking world. According to one report proudly relayed back to America, 
Ruskin was surprised by the uncanny realism of Church’s painted rain¬ 
bow and went to check the windowpanes to assure himself that it was not 
the accidental result of sunlight refracting through glass and falling on the 
canvas. 30 

The English press was also unanimous in its praise of Church’s Niag¬ 
ara —especially his unprecedented ability to replicate the myriad forms of 
running water. The painting was perceived as a harbinger of artistic things 
to come from across the ocean. According to the Spectator, Americans had 
reason to be proud of Church’s achievement for, on the evidence of this 
single work, there could be “no doubt [as to the] future” of American 
art. 31 The London Art Journal published a lengthy and studious review 
that was the most complimentary of all English commentaries. The edi¬ 
tors accounted Niagara “one of the most striking and interesting pictures 
the hand of the artist has ever produced,” and moreover asserted, “it 
seems to us that no other work of its class [landscape painting] has ever 
been so successful.” Seldom had they “examined a picture which so nobly 
illustrates the power of art” and it was, they solemnly affirmed, “an 
achievement of the highest order.” 32 The sensational 33 canvas garnered 
wider celebrity when it was taken on a triumphal tour of the British prov¬ 
inces in the summer of 1858. On exhibit in Glasgow, Manchester, and 
Liverpool, Niagara drew throngs of admirers and fresh outbursts of 
critical praise. 

Upon its return to New York in September 1858, the monumental pic¬ 
ture was once again displayed to enthusiastic crowds made well aware of 
its transatlantic success by a brochure that contained reprinted English 
press reports. 34 The Cosmopolitan Art Journal was proud to inform its 
nationwide readership that Niagara was “now regarded as the finest paint¬ 
ing ever painted by an American artist.” 35 Williams & Stevens organized a 


16 











tour of the South in 1858-59 (essentially a lure to attract subscribers for 
the chromolithograph) so that the “great National Work” 36 became familiar 
to audiences in Baltimore, Washington, Richmond, and New Orleans. 37 

The unprecedented success of Niagara was directly related to the 
celebrity of its subject and its place in the lengthy tradition of depicting 
the Falls. Had Church chosen to paint a lesser phenomenon—say Trenton 
Falls, near Utica, New York—such a picture, however lifelike, would not 
have occasioned such an outpouring of adulation. Nor would it have 
helped to raise him from relative obscurity to international stature as 
the artistic heir to J. M. W. Turner’s majestic mantle of the greatest 
living landscapist. 

The very first image of Niagara Falls was a 1697 engraving illustrating 
Father Louis Hennepin’s immensely popular travel book, Nouvelle Decou- 
verte d un tres grand pays Situe dans rAmertque (fig. 2). 38 It is among the 
earliest depictions of an identifiable scene in North America and was cer¬ 
tainly the most widely known. Created by an unidentified Dutch print- 
maker for the Utrecht publisher of Hennepin’s tome, the arrangement of 
land forms was based upon the missionary priest’s description of the local 
geography. The geologically ignorant author had described the “wonderful 
Downfall” as composed of “two great Cross-streams of Water, and two 
Falls, with an Isle sloping along the middle of it.” 39 The “Gulph” into 
which the river dropped, he declared, was 600 feet deep. 40 There were no 
mountains in the vicinity, he noted, and from its commencement at the 
eastern end of Lake Erie, the broad stream flowed gently over a flat pla¬ 
teau. Unexpectedly and “all of a sudden,” the river plunged over the “hor¬ 
rible Precipice,” terrifying the priest with the ferocity of its fall. Although 
it is an imaginary view, this initial image nonetheless presents a surpris- 


Fig. 3. Herman Moll, Detail from A New and Ex¬ 
act Map of the Dominions of the King of Great Brit¬ 
ain on Ye Continent of North America , 1715 (cat. no. 
227). Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
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Fig. 4. Sebastian Leclerc, Elie enleve dans un 
Char de Feu, 1700 (cat. no. 129). Royal Ontario 
Museum, Toronto, Canada. 


ingly successful solution to the basic question confronting all artists who 
visited the site itself: how to suggest the vast dimensions of the cataracts 
and extensiveness of their setting, yet, at the same time, express the psy¬ 
chological impact of the scene. Relying on the late mannerist conventions 
of a high horizon and elevated viewpoint, the unidentified artist effec¬ 
tively evoked the sweeping breadth of the vast country that Hennepin, as 
a member of LaSalle’s expedition of western exploration from 1678 to 
1682, had discovered. It also allowed him to show the long stretch of the 
upper Niagara River wending its way across the flat landscape. The 
immensity of the scene is conveyed by juxtaposing small figures against 
the waterfalls. The “surprising and astonishing” 41 effect Niagara had 
upon the mind is suggested by the gesticulating Europeans in the left 
foreground. 

Like the Falls themselves, this composition had an immediate and 
lasting impact upon the European imagination. For the first time, the Old 
World had a specific image with which to conjure the awesome wildness of 
the New. The distinctive engraving was soon utilized and reprinted for a 
variety of purposes: a pictorial inset on maps of North America, a land¬ 
scape setting for a figurative composition, and a standardized illustration 
in eighteenth-century geography books. 

In 1698 the Parisian cartographer, N. de Fer, adopted the composition 
as the background for a curious inset on his map of the continent, a motif 
later incorporated in Herman Moll’s map of America, which was printed in 
London in 1715 (fig. 3). With the Falls of Niagara in the distance, it 
appears that the beaver are in fact damming the torrential Niagara River. 
The final appearance of the Hennepin-derived composition on a map was 
in 1817, 42 long after the Falls had been accurately described and pictured. 

In 1700 the official printmaker to the French court, Sebastian 
Leclerc, utilized the image as the setting for his engraved representation 
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Fig. 5. Ignace Fougeron after Thomas Davies, 
An East View of the Great Cataract of Niagara, 
ca. 1768 (cat. no. 85). Buffalo and Erie County 
Historical Society, Buffalo, New York. 



of the prophet Elijah being borne aloft in his fiery chariot (fig. 4). As one 
twentieth-century commentator stated, Leclerc wished to “unite in one 
plate the greatest natural wonder on earth and the greatest honor vouch¬ 
safed by the Almighty to mortal man.” 43 The prophet’s fiery ascent is 
made all the more wondrous by its juxtaposition with Niagara’s watery 
plunge. The Hennepin-derived image of the Falls was to be reprinted 
ad infinitum in standardized versions throughout the 1700s (see fig. 75). 
Gradually, it assumed an iconic status, symbolizing America first as a place 
and then as a nation (see fig. 77). 

With the conquest of New France in 1760, officers in the victorious 
British military forces began to travel to Niagara Falls in ever-increasing 
numbers. Some were assigned to Ohio Valley outposts or the nearby forts 
guarding the strategically important portage route around the Falls. 

Others, however, were simply tourists, fascinated by word-of-mouth 
reports and published accounts. Officers in the Royal Artillery and Royal 
Engineers had been trained in topographical drawing and watercolor paint¬ 
ing at the Royal Military College at Woolwich and were the earliest visitors 
to represent the Falls correctly. 44 

The first artist to have sketched the scene was Lieutenant Thomas 
Davies (ca. 1737-1812). During an exploratory tour of the Lake Ontario 
shoreline in 1760-61, Davies made drawings, from which he later pro¬ 
duced finished watercolor compositions of the Falls from the Canadian 
side. These remarkable works by an amateur artist are both topographic¬ 
ally accurate depictions of the waterfalls and surprisingly successful 
attempts to suggest their grandeur. One of the watercolors served as the 
basis for the ca. 1768 engraving An East View of the Great Cataract of Niagara 
(fig. 5), 45 which was the first correct rendering of the local geography and 
also the earliest to include Niagara’s ever-present rainbow. 

Davies’s An East View is an important work in the history of Niagara 
Falls art for the soldier-artist solved the most obstinate of dilemmas: how 
to represent the panoramic scene in its entirety while capturing the 
uplifting nature of its sublimity. Davies resolved this quandry by selecting 
the most comprehensive and impressive of viewpoints—the western or 
Canadian verge of the Horseshoe Fall. From this commanding position, 
the mile-long stretch of rapids upstream, the individual cataracts, Goat 
Island, and the eroded length of the gorge immediately below the Falls 
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could be represented in an all-inclusive yet provocative fashion. Like 
Church’s Niagara , Davies’s composition places the viewer at the very 
brink of the immense, curving waterfall. The sublime encounter with the 
Horseshoe Fall is suggested by the inherently awesome viewpoint. How¬ 
ever, the scene is essentially terror-free: there are no wildly gesticulating 
figures expressing fear and astonishment. The exalting response to Niag¬ 
ara’s vastness so often described by later visitors is evoked by the poetic 
associations attached to the majestic rainbow and the figures of two Indi¬ 
ans in the right foreground. Unlike the Europeans in the 1697 engraving, 
Davies’s aboriginals gaze at the spectacle before them with complete equa¬ 
nimity. In the mid-eighteenth century, a rainbow signified the divinely 
instituted covenant established between man and God after the Flood. 
The poetic meanings infused into An East View were not only unprece¬ 
dented but rarely matched by succeeding generations of artists. 

Thomas Davies’s other two watercolors were clearly intended to be 
viewed together and thereby constitute a more complete record of the 
site’s character. In Niagara Falls from Below (fig. 6), the artist selected a 
point of view at the edge of the gorge on the Canadian side about a mile 
downstream from the Horseshoe Fall, a spot where the so-called Indian 
ladder was located. 46 From this position, all the important features of the 
landscape upstream could be seen to advantage. Davies’s topographical 
training is evident in the accurate rendering of the configurations and pro¬ 
portions of the two waterfalls and in his handling of geological details. 

The objectivity of the image is offset by the foreground, designed accord¬ 
ing to conventions of landscape painting in which arbitrarily placed trees 
visually frame a vista, in this case the waterfalls. The Indian couples and 
the pair of redcoats give the composition an arcadian air—a quality dis¬ 
tinctly absent from frontier existence. 47 

The pendant view, Niagara Falls from Above (fig. 7), has a completely 
different intent. Instead of an objective transcript, it is a highly imagina¬ 
tive representation of the long vista down the tunnellike gorge from a 
fanciful vantage point midway along—and almost directly over—the 
Horseshoe’s crescent-shaped brink. In this dramatically composed work, 
Niagara’s awesome grandeur is vividly communicated. The spectator is 
transported into the picture’s fictive space, borne over the terrifying brink 
of the nearby cataract and carried downriver between the narrow banks of 
the gorge. The effect is carefully controlled. Trees at either edge of the 
composition create an oval frame through which the viewer is psychologi¬ 
cally propelled by the rapidly receding lines on the surface of the river. In 
the center of a smaller ovoid formed by the encircling shape of the Horse¬ 
shoe Fall is a remarkable iconographic emblem. Although common to the 
locale, the eagle here is readily identifiable as the dove of the Holy Spirit 
that regularly appears in representations of the life of Christ. The central¬ 
ity of its placement and its emblematic shape bring greater aesthetic mean¬ 
ing to the picture. The eagle-dove can be interpreted as a unique 
manifestation of the Spirit of God “moving over the face of the waters” 
(Genesis 1:2), creating order out of chaos. Numerous nineteenth-century 
visitors echoed that and other biblical phrases in their travel memoirs as 
they tried to convey the essentially sacred nature of Niagara’s sublimity in 
their personal experiences. Davies’s iconographic device suggests the tran¬ 
scendent character of the sublime experience in which man, sensing the 
presence of Divinity in the grandeur of Creation, is spiritually transfig¬ 
ured and escapes (if only momentarily and imaginatively) the bounds of 
the material world. 48 What Thomas Davies treated symbolically, Frederic 
Church would later depict naturalistically. 




Fig. 6. Thomas Davies, Niagara Falls from 
Below , ca. 1762-68 (cat. no. 68). The New-York 
Historical Society, New York, New York. 


Fig. 7. Thomas Davies, Niagara Falls from 
Above, ca. 1762-68 (cat. no. 69). The New-York 
Historical Society, New York, New York. 
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Fig. a William Byrne after Richard Wilson, In 1768, Lieutenant William Pierie, a brother officer of Davies sta- 

Cataractof Niagara, 1774 (cat. no. 39). Public tioned at Fort Niagara, sketched the cataracts from a commanding position 

atop the 100-foot-high upper bank on the Canadian side. From this eleva¬ 
tion, overlooking the Horseshoe Fall, the various features of the expansive 
landscape could be seen to greater advantage than from the edge of the 
gorge downstream. At some point in the early 1770s, Pierie’s on-the-spot 
drawing found its way into the London studio of Richard Wilson 
(1714-1782), one of Britain’s leading landscape painters. He utilized the 
soldier-artist’s sketch to create The Falls of Niagara, a large work exhibited 
at the Royal Academy in 1774. 49 It was the first oil painting executed by a 
professional artist and the earliest to be exhibited publicly. In this Pierie- 
Wilson composition, liberties have been taken: the enlarged Horseshoe 
Fall dwarfs Goat Island and the American Fall, and the normally squat pro¬ 
portions of the cataracts have been heightened substantially. These 
changes create an impressive landscape, one that visually evoked the 
astonishment recorded by contemporary visitors to the site. The inflated 
scale of the waterfalls, the vastness of their setting (suggested by an unin¬ 
terrupted horizon line), the wild manner in which the water foams and 
boils below, and the minuscule scale of the figures stationed on the west 
bank convey, in rather conventional terms, the fearsomeness of the scene. 
Although its impact never rivalled that of the 1697 engraving, Wilson’s 
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composition was disseminated through an engraving (fig. 8). 

After 1780 pictures of the Falls from the bottom of the gorge on the 
Canadian side—perhaps prompted by published accounts of fearful adven¬ 
tures amidst the spectacular scenery at the base of the eroded cliff—were 
in vogue. A description of the perilous descent and the difficult journey 
over the slippery rocks to the foot of the Horseshoe Fall was commonplace 
in the journals of visitors. In 1785, the Frenchman Hector St. John de 
Crevecoeur wrote: 

We were nearly a mile and a half from the foot of the cataract\ and the whole 
way . . . was strewed with these broken pieces of stone, and owing to the great 
declivity to the river, we were in fear of falling in, as the stones sometimes gave 
way, and the only way to save ourselves was by lying down, by which we were 
frequently hurt. The pending rocks above us added much to the horrors of our 
situation, for knowing those under our feet had fallen at different periods, we 
could not divest ourselves of apprehension . 50 

At the base of the thundering waterfall, de Crevecoeur encountered “the 
most awful scene . . . that we had yet seen.” 51 A decade later, another 
Frenchman, La Rochefoucault-Liancourt, asserted that below the west 
bank “everything seems calculated to strike with terror.” 52 By 1800, a 
view of the Falls from the foot of the gorge was synonymous with the con¬ 
cept of the terrible sublime as defined by Edmund Burke in his landmark 
treatise, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and 
the Beautiful (1757). 

Burke’s treatise operated as a clarifying lens for late eighteenth- 
century visitors to Niagara Falls, for his widely known definition of the 
sublime helped infuse order and meaning into the chaotic feelings aroused 
by the sights and sounds of the cataracts. His initial premise was that the 
emotions produced by the sublime were “the strongest . . . which the 
mind is capable of feeling.” 53 In his view, a threat to life and limb caused 
the most intense of human passions—terror. Thus it followed that “what¬ 
ever is in any sort terrible ... is a source of the sublime.” 54 As visitors 
were to reiterate time and again in the period before 1830, the Falls of 
Niagara was the most terrible thing they had ever encountered. 

Yet it was not terror itself that was aesthetically pleasurable; it was the 
sudden remission of fear that caused delight. Once visitors realized that 
the looming Horseshoe Fall would not literally engulf them and that they 
could watch its destructive forces in complete safety, their initial terror 
turned into joyful elation. But Burke’s concentration on terror as the 
motive cause of the sublime and his well-known list of fear-inducing qual¬ 
ities (all of which could be discovered at the Falls) firmly linked Niagara’s 
sublimity with the terrible in the minds of most travelers in the late 1700s 
and early 1800s. 

The earliest known depiction from below was executed about 1787 
by Captain James Erskine, a British military man. Erskine’s Niagara Falls 
from Below (fig. 9), which contains such mood-evoking devices as a rocky 
foreground, looming cliffside, and a great dead tree reaching expressively 
out toward the center of the composition, is clearly indebted to the land¬ 
scape compositions of Salvator Rosa, at the time judged to be the most 
sublime of the seventeenth-century landscapists. Instead of the banditti 
who populated Rosa’s bleak landscapes, Erskine substituted the more 
appropriate—but equally effective—Indians. 

At the turn of the century the most widely known views from the 
foot of the west bank were three engravings illustrating the Niagara chap¬ 
ter of Isaac Weld’s memoir, Travels Through the States of North America, and 
the Provinces of Upper and Lower Canada . . . (1799), a book undoubtedly 
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Fig. 9. James Erskine, The Horse Shoe, Niagara 
Falls, ca. 1784 (cat. no. 80). Public Archives of 
Canada, Ottawa. 


familiar to most early nineteenth-century visitors. In two of the works the 
amateur artist depicted the waterfalls separately, but in View of the Falls of 
Niagara (fig. 10), he widened the angle of vision dramatically to include 
both cataracts from a point near the bottom of the Indian ladder. The 
looming rock wall of the western cliffside on the right fictitiously threat¬ 
ens the security of the minute figures in the center; adding to the drama 
(and partially compensating for the unimposing scale of the distant cata¬ 
racts) is a theatrically composed cloudscape. Weld’s engraving clearly 
attempts to evoke the delightfully horrible character of the site described 
in his text as composed of “huge piles of misshapen rocks, with great 
masses of earth and rocks projecting out from the side of the cliff and 
overgrown with pines and cedars hanging over your head, apparently ready 
to crumble down and crush you to atoms.” 55 

Not every artist of the period sought to depict the scene from the 
river’s edge below. Some were content with a less exciting location on the 
upper bank (cat. no. 171) or at the edge of the gorge near the Indian lad¬ 
der. From this latter spot (called Painter’s Point in 1787 56 ), the “prospect, 
[if] less grand [was] more beautiful” than any other. 57 One officer was so 
taken with the view that he had a wooden studio hauled to the site in 
order to sketch the Falls in comfort.Captain George Bulteel Fisher also 
captured this view as the subject of an imposing composition, which was 
reproduced as an aquatint engraving around 1794 (fig. II). 59 While the dis¬ 
tant cataracts are rendered in a topographically accurate fashion, the fore- 
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Fig. 10. Isaac Weld, Travels Through the States of 
North America, and the Provinces of Upper and 
Lower Canada, During the Years 1795, 1796, and 
1797, 1799 (cat. no. 212). The New-York Histori¬ 
cal Society, New York, New York. 


Fig. 11. J. W. Edy after George Bulteel Fisher, 
Falls of Niagara, ca. 1794 (cat. no. 79). Public 
Archives of Canada, Ottawa. 


ground has been arranged in accordance with picturesque conventions: the 
giant trees framing the waterfalls seem transplanted from a landscape 
composition by Claude Lorrain; the ragged cedars actually lining the 
banks of the Niagara Gorge are nowhere in sight; and a figural group— 
a family of Indians dressed a Fantique —have been incorporated in the 
immediate foreground. The native pater fami lias with a club raised over 
his shoulder is seen advancing on a coiled rattlesnake, the only threatening 
note to this otherwise arcadian vision of the sublime Falls. 

In the first decade of the nineteenth century, landscapists developed 
a compositional strategy to cope with Niagara’s scenic and affective 
diversity: the production of a pair of different views of an essentially con¬ 
trasting aesthetic character. John Vanderlvn (1779-1852), the first academ¬ 
ically trained artist to visit the Falls with the intention of reproducing its 
grandeur, 60 initiated this pictorial solution. 

Vanderlyn made the trip in the autumn of 1801, probably at the urg¬ 
ing of his patron, Aaron Burr. 61 The young artist traveled north from New 
York by steamboat and west from Albany by stage and horseback to Buf¬ 
falo. There he crossed the river and journeyed along the settled British 
shore to the Falls, where he boarded with the family of Philip George 
Bender whose farm was directly across from the American Fall. According 
to his biographer, Robert Gosman, he was initially bewildered by the vast 
scale of the local landscape. Not only the physical size but the psychologi¬ 
cal impact of the enormous cataracts confused the artist. 62 Gosman’s biog¬ 
raphy of 1848 reveals the nature of Vanderlyn’s quandry: in terms of 
eighteenth-century aesthetics, Niagara was inherently unpicturesque. 63 
There were no mountains in the background; the waterfalls were vast and 
ungainly in form; the extensive setting was flat and uninteresting; and the 
gorge into which the river dropped (and from whose high banks the visitor 




Fig. 12. J. Merigot after John Vanderlyn, A Dis¬ 
tant View of the Falls of Niagara Including Both 
Branches with the Island ’ and Adjacent Shores, Taken 
from the Vicinity of the Indian Ladder, 1804 (cat. no. 
135). Public Archives of Canada, Ottawa. 


generally viewed the scene) was little more than a broad, straight-sided 
trench. Except for the curved profile of the Horseshoe Fall, the larger 
landscape was composed of straight lines, simplified shapes, and flat 
planes. The waterfall paintings of such well-known eighteenth-century 
landscapists as Hubert Robert, Claude-Joseph Vernet, Richard Wilson, 
and Philip James de Loutherbourg proved unsuitable models for depic¬ 
tions of Niagara. Something new had to be created in order to meet the 
challenge of the Falls. 

During his twelve-day sojourn, Vanderlyn executed a series of out¬ 
door oil studies, two of which are extant (cat. no. 159). 64 The double-view 
oil study is a semi-scientific record of the liquid formations of the Horse¬ 
shoe Fall seen from the edge of the gorge. The illogical inset in the upper 
left underscores the objectivity of the work; obviously, Vanderlyn regarded 
the canvas as a functional surface, not an inviolate illusory field. In the 
summer of 1802, he began serious work on his Niagara project. 65 At some 
point, either at the Falls or back in his New York studio, Vanderlyn deter¬ 
mined that the subject could best be presented in a pair of landscapes 
taken from widely divergent points of view on the Canadian bank. One 
was to depict both cataracts from afar while the other was to focus solely 
on the Horseshoe Fall from a relatively close-up position. The first would 
record what the terrain looked Ukc while the second would suggest what 
the Falls felt like. 

In late February 1803, the painting of the distant view was completed 
(cat. no. 160), and Vanderlyn solicited a testimonial as to its “Perfect Cor¬ 
rectness.” 66 The view of the Horseshoe Fall, however, was not finished by 
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Fig. 13. Frederick C. Lewis after John Vander- 
lyn, A View of the Westerly Branch of the Falls of 
Niagara Taken from the Table Rock, Looking Up the 
River, Over the Rapids, 1804 (cat. no. 131). Public 
Archives of Canada, Ottawa. 


the time the artist returned to France in April. Both works were publicly 
exhibited at the Independence Day celebrations held at the American 
Embassy in Paris. In September Vanderlyn took the pair of canvases to 
London to have them engraved. In August 1804 both plates were com¬ 
pleted and at least 100 pairs of prints pulled. 67 

The engraving, entitled A Distant View of the Falls of Niagara (fig. 12), 
was based upon the painting of 1803 and its pendant, A View of the Westerly 
Branch of the Falls of Niagara (fig. 13), was modeled on a lost canvas that 
was related to the double-view oil study of 1801. 68 The distant view 
depicts the panoramic setting from the edge of the west bank in the vicin¬ 
ity of the Indian ladder. From this location the various components of the 
landscape can be seen to advantage. The cataracts, however, are simply too 
far off to project their vast size and power. With no mountains in the back¬ 
ground for scale, the waterfalls look like mill dams. A View of the Westerly 
Branch , however, specifically makes up for this deficiency. In order to 
communicate Niagara’s awesome sublimity, Vanderlyn chose to concen¬ 
trate on the single motif of the Horseshoe seen from nearby. When exam¬ 
ined together, the two views complement each other. The compositional 
strategy of creating a close-up as well as a distant view, initiated by Van¬ 
derlyn, proved to be a popular means of expressing the grandeur of the 
Falls and their setting. 

A View of the Westerly Branch is the more complex and provocative of 
Vanderlyn’s compositions. It evokes the sublime in a variety of conven¬ 
tional ways, iconographic and formal. The foreground contains minute fig¬ 
ures, several of which gesticulate expressively; a thunderstorm breaks out 
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Fig. 14. John Trumbull, Niagara Falls from an 
Upper Bank on the British Side, 1807 (cat. no. 152). 
Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford, Connecticut. 


above Goat Island while the sky clears dramatically in the west; the dark 
frontal ledge with its Salvatoresque tree contrasts sharply with the white 
field of the cataract immediately beyond; and a great rainbow arches across 
the vapor-filled abyss, redolent with associations of the Deluge. A stormy 
yet clearing sky above the Horseshoe Fall remained a popular means of 
filling the upper, unvaried zone with visually interesting shapes while 
communicating heightened emotion. 

Three years after Vanderlyn’s trip to the Falls, the Anglo-American 
poet-ornithologist, Alexander Wilson (1766-1813), set out with two com¬ 
panions on a grand, patriotic journey through the American wilderness. 
Their destination was Niagara Falls; the whole adventure was celebrated 
in Wilson’s paen to American nature, “The Foresters: a poem, descriptive 
of a journey to the Falls of Niagara in the autumn of 1804.” The lengthy 
work was serialized in Port Folio in 1809-10 (cat. no. 214). 69 The author, 
aware of the unprecedented nature of his quest, was determined to “roam 
. . . Columbia’s forests through/Where scenes sublime shall meet your 
wandering view” 70 and present to the reader a sequence of prospects that 
were the literary equivalent of a moving panorama. The climax of the ven¬ 
ture was Niagara Falls, and upon arrival the verse-journey concluded dra¬ 
matically. The poem was illustrated with a pair of engraved views of the 
Falls, which, like Vanderlyn’s engravings of 1804, contrast an all-inclusive 
distant view with a narrowly focused close-up of the Horseshoe. 

Emphatically panoramic, A General View of the Falls of Niagara repre¬ 
sents the entire scene as enjoyed from the upper bank, overlooking the 
Horseshoe. There is an infinite expansiveness to the small-sized work. 
Unbroken, the horizon line remains the most insistent feature, psychologi- 
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Fig. 15. John Trumbull, Niagara Falls from 
Below the Great Cascade on the British Side , 1808 
(cat. no. 153). Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford, 
Connecticut. 


cally pulling the observer into the boundless space of the western frontier. 
The four minuscule horsemen in the foreground underscore the immen¬ 
sity of nature’s setting. A View of the Great Pitch, on the other hand, is 
entirely different in its psychological impact. Emphatically vertical, it pre¬ 
sents a decidedly claustrophobic close-up of the edge of the cataract from 
below. The sheet of water pitches out toward the spectator, threaten¬ 
ing—at least imaginatively—to inundate him. The viewer instinctively 
recoils from the careening curtain of the torrent that fills the composition 
and creates a strong vertiginous effect. The truncated, upright view of the 
Horseshoe spawned a whole class of Niagara imagery—the vertical 
close-up from below. Small figures emphasize the vast dimensions of the 
cataract whose size is left to the imagination with only a slice of the whole 
represented. 

While at the site, Wilson watched the gray eagles “sailing sedate in 
majesty serene” 71 through the rising column of spray and included them in 
A General View of the Falls of Niagara. In his landmark, nine-volume Ameri¬ 
can Ornithology (1808-14), he selected that landscape background for his 
representation of the “adopted emblem of our country,” the white-headed 
or bald eagle. 72 

The most prominent artist to visit Niagara Falls in the first decade of 
the nineteenth century was John Trumbull (1756-1843). In August 1807 
Trumbull and his wife spent a week at the Falls, residing on the Canadian 
side. In mid-September 1808 Trumbull returned to Niagara. A sketchbook 
preserved at Yale University shows the artist produced at least eight draw¬ 
ings—six during the first visit, and two during the latter. 73 These works 
reveal that, like Vanderlyn, Trumbull remained on the settled west bank 
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Fig. 16. John Trumbull, Niagara Falls from 
Two Miles Below Chippawa, 1808 (cat. no. 154). 
The New-York Historical Society, New York, 
New York. 


Fig. 17. John Trumbull, Niagara Falls from Under 
Table Rock, 1808 (cat. no. 155). The New-York 
Historical Society, New York, New York. 



and did not cross to the wilder American shore. 

Also like Vanderlyn, whose engravings of the Falls were undoubtedly 
known to him, John Trumbull regarded Niagara as a commercially exploi¬ 
table subject and when he returned for a second visit, he decided to go 
back to England with depictions of the famous scene suitable for the Brit¬ 
ish art market. Writing to Samuel Williams, his English banker, in 
November 1808, he said, “I shall also bring with me two panoramic Views 
of the Falls of Niagara, & Surrounding Objects—the scene is magnificent 
& novel.—I have copied it with all my power, and am not without a hope 
that it will at once gratify the public curiosity.” 74 These two panoramic 
views are probably the pair of canvases in the Wadsworth Atheneum in 
Hartford, Connecticut. 

Niagara Falls from an Upper Bank on the British Side (fig. 14), dating 
from about 1807, is based upon a pencil drawing executed during the art¬ 
ist’s first visit. 75 As the title suggests, it is an elevated view and was taken 
from a point on the 100-foot-high ridge overlooking the Horseshoe Fall. 
The composition is panoramic in scope, if not format, since it incorporates 
a sweeping vista of the Niagara River from above the upper rapids to the 
point at which it bends out of sight in the gorge, about two miles below 
the Falls. Seen from a raised and oblique angle, the profiles of the two cat 
aracts are conjoined naturally into a single and continuous configuration 
whose undulating form exhibits the qualities of intricacy and variety 
essential to the aesthetics of the picturesque. Trumbull’s chosen vantage 
point is not only formally picturesque but affectively so as well. Since the 
actual shape and size of the cataracts are partially concealed, this view 
excited the active curiosity that was integral to the picturesque. 




Trumbull’s conventional composition was painted according to the 
precepts of the picturesque as promulgated by William Gilpin, Uvedale 
Price, and others in the late 1700s. The panoramic view is sectioned off 
and elegantly framed by tree formations reminiscent of a landscape by 
Claude. The dark palette, impastoed surfaces, and three receding planes 
underscore the reliance on artistic traditions rather than reality. Trumbull’s 
picture domesticates Niagara Falls. Nowhere is this more evident than in 
the figures the artist introduced. To the left, a British redcoat escorts two 
fashionably dressed female companions across the parklike setting, while 
on the right, embowered in a niche formed by two tree trunks, is the 
sketching artist accompanied by his faithful spaniel. Trumbull’s presence 
implies that the subject is indeed suitably artistic and that the representa¬ 
tion is in fact authentic. The promenade and the sketcher transform the 
scene into a social landscape that was in accord with contemporary Anglo- 
American taste. 

Trumbull’s second canvas, Niagara Falls from Below the Great Cascade 
on the British Side (fig. 15), was conceived as an aesthetic complement. It is 
based upon a pencil drawing—the most finished of all the Niagara draw¬ 
ings in the Yale sketchbook—dated September 13, 1808, at 3:00 P.M . 76 
Trumbull may have traveled to the Falls a second time specifically to 
sketch the cataracts from below—which he had failed to do in 1807. 

If, according to the aesthetic dictates of the day, Niagara Falls from an 
Upper Bank was categorized as picturesquely beautiful, its pendant must 
be judged picturesquely sublime. As everyone familiar with contemporary 
travel accounts was aware, the close-up view of the Horseshoe Fall from 
below, was the most awesome and terrifying of all: 



No words can convey an adequate idea of the awful grandeur of the scene at 
this place. Your senses are appalled by the sight of the immense body of water 
that comes pouring down so closely to you from the top of the stupendous prec¬ 
ipice . . . you tremble with reverential fear, when you consider that a blast of 
the whirlwind might sweep you from off the slippery rocks . . . and precipitate 
you into the dreadful gulph beneath, from which the power of man could not 
extricate you . / 7 

In comparison to Alexander Wilson’s A View of the Great Pitch, Trumbull’s 
composition from below is highly complex. The angle of vision is not nar¬ 
rowed to concentrate on a section of the Horseshoe, but is widened to 
include the entire form of the crescent-shaped cataract, the cliff beneath 
Goat Island, and the distant American Fall. Because of the panoramic 
scope of the picture, the affective force of viewing the Horseshoe close-up 
from below is dissipated. 

Like its companion piece, Niagara Falls from Below is a picturesque 
production. But this time, its formal design and poetic associations are 
cast in the mode of picturesque sublimity. The composition is bracketed 
by the looming rock wall of the gorge to the left and the threatening over¬ 
hang of Table Rock and edge of the Horseshoe Fall to the right. The sky 
is dramatic: the long diagonal lines of clouds are streaked with sunset 
hues. Stretching across the wide “gulph” is a great rainbow, infusing the 
scene with biblical associations. 78 But even this wilder image reflects nice¬ 
ties of social behavior and remains a civilized locale. In the lower left fore¬ 
ground, a redcoat and a lady display an unusual degree of sangfroid: 
neither show any interest in the terror-inspiring spectacle before them; 
they have eyes only for each other. Underscoring their own inattention is 
the action of two nearby British soldiers who, clearly under the influence 
of the sublime, are gesticulating wildly. In the lower right, immediately 
underneath Table Rock, Trumbull is seen sketching, this time accompa¬ 
nied by his wife and manservant. These figures are at odds with the 
nature of the site: the artist is seated comfortably on a rock, sketchbook in 
hand, while his wife, Sarah, stands behind him, her hand resting 
demurely on his shoulder. Behind both of them stands the servant holding 
an enormous black umbrella, presumably to shield them from the drench¬ 
ing spray. With the umbrella, the sublime collapses into the ridiculous. No 
such instrument could shelter anyone from the “blast of the whirlwind” 
that threatened, in Isaac Weld’s words, “to sweep you from off the slip¬ 
pery rocks [into the] dreadful gulph beneath.” The presence of the pictur¬ 
esque sketcher lends a wholly inauthentic note to the scene. At the foot of 
the actual cataract, nature and culture were not to be accommodated. But 
it is precisely that accommodation which Trumbull attempted to effect in 
Niagara Falls from Below. Through his introduction of familiar motifs and 
conventional figural poses, he hoped to rationalize nature’s wildest forces, 
to transform the terrifying scenery at the bottom of the Niagara Gorge into 
an aesthetically controlled landscape. 

Before his departure for England in December 1808, Trumbull pro¬ 
duced two more ambitious Niagara compositions—oil studies for a pro¬ 
posed circular panorama of the scene, each measuring two-and-one-half 
feet by fourteen feet. Niagara Falls Taken from Two Miles Below Chippawa 
(fig. 16) is a sweeping representation from a location at the edge of the 
Canadian bank downstream from the Horseshoe. The second, Niagara 
Falls from Under Table Rock (fig. 17), is an all-embracing view from below. 
Like the easel paintings, they form a pair, depicting the same scene from 
different elevations. 


Fig. 18. George Heriot, Travels Through the 
Canadas . . . , 1807 (cat. no. 198). The New-York 
Historical Society, New York, New York. 


While a diplomat in London in the 1790s, Trumbull would have been 
familiar with the recently devised medium of the 360-degree picture. 79 
The Scottish inventor of the panorama, Robert Barker, delighted London 
audiences in the 1790s with his painstakingly executed circular views of 
the cities of Edinburgh and London. The highly detailed realism of these 
topographical and highly illusionistic works imparted a lifelike quality 
when they were exhibited in the rotundalike Panorama Building in Leices¬ 
ter Square. Standing in the center of the darkened interior at eye level 
with the horizon, the spectators willingly suspended disbelief and imag¬ 
ined themselves atop a tall building in the midst of the painted scene sur¬ 
rounding them. Trumbull, who lived near the Panorama, could not have 
failed to notice the popularity of Barker’s showcase. 

Sometime after 1808, Trumbull showed his panorama studies to 
Henry Aston Barker, the inventor’s son. According to William Dunlap’s 
History of the Rise and Progress of the Arts of Design in the United States, the art¬ 
ist wanted to enter into a joint concern with Barker. 80 The Panorama’s pro¬ 
prietor, however, rejected the idea and in the process dashed Trumbull’s 
hopes for financial solvency. Alleging that he overheard his old mentor 
Benjamin West advise Barker not to proceed with his panorama of the 
Falls, Trumbull held West responsible. West responded that he had urged 
the plan and Barker had rejected it. 81 But it was the artist himself who was 
to blame—the studies simply were unsuitable for a circular painting. 

Trumbull deliberately distorted the perspective of his attenuated can¬ 
vases by dramatically pulling the foreground forward and upward at the lat¬ 
eral edges and pushing the distant land forms back toward the center of 
the composition. In this way he created the impression that the scene was 
painted on a curved surface. The two studies, however, violated the cen¬ 
tral principle of a panorama—they did not represent a continuous view 
from a fixed point. The lifelike illusionism that characterized circular pic¬ 
tures of the period depended upon not only detailed realism but more 
especially the creation and maintenance of a level, 360-degree horizon line 
which encircled the spectator. Trumbull’s works were two separate views 
from different positions that could not be conjoined end to end to form a 
single representation. The only recorded panorama of Niagara Falls to con¬ 
form to Barker’s requirements was the one painted by the indefatigable 
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Fig. 19. Isidore-Laurent Deroy after Jacques 
Milbert, Niagara Falls from the American Side , 
ca. 1828 (cat. no. 75). The New-York Historical 
Society, New York, New York. 



Robert Burford, Henry Aston’s successor, and exhibited at the Panorama 
in 1833 (cat. no. 184). 82 

The picturesque nature of Trumbull’s canvases is repeated in a pair 
of contrasting images of the Falls created by Woolwich-trained George 
Heriot (1766-1844) in the early 1800s when he visited Niagara as a colo¬ 
nial administrator in British North America. These works subsequently 
illustrated his memoir, Travels Through the Canadas . 8 ’ Like Trumbull’s 
contemporaneous view from the upper bank, Heriot’s engraving, View of 
the Falls of Niagara from the Bank near Birche's Mills, is an oblique view of 
the cataracts from above, looking downstream over the brink of the Horse¬ 
shoe. Despite the mills at the river’s edge, a pastoral note is struck by the 
herdsman and cattle in the foreground meadow. Sublime associations are 
reserved for View of the Falls of Niagara on the Fort S/ausser Side (fig. 18). 84 
Although this view from below, which is similar to Trumbull’s other can¬ 
vas, includes both cataracts, it portrays the Falls from a novel and exciting 
vantage point—the base of the American Fall. It is the earliest known 
image to represent the scene from this location. “Here nature assumes a 
majestic and tremendous wildness of form,” Heriot had written; “here ter¬ 
ror seems to hold his habitation.” 8 ” 

The absence of settlements on the American side in the early 1800s 
explains the paucity of views from the east bank. Yet, the English traveler 
John Maude, who visited the American side in 1800, believed the oblique 
angle view of the cataracts from the mainland bank beside the American 
Fall (the location later known as Prospect Point) was more beautiful than 
that from the head of the Indian ladder across the gorge because both 
waterfalls naturally “blended [into] one picture.” 86 The widely separated 
cataracts were indeed visually aligned and presented the visitor with a 
ready-made pictorial composition. In Heriot’s image, the towering nearby 
form of the American Fall is juxtaposed with the distant sheet of the 
Horseshoe Fall in an aesthetically satisfying fashion, thus neatly avoiding 
the awkward combination found in Trumbull’s panoramic view from below. 

Several engagements, which proved to be the bloodiest confronta¬ 
tions between American and British troops during the War of 1812, 87 laid 
to waste much of the Niagara region. Settlements and farms along both 
sides of the river were attacked and burned. In the aftermath of the war, a 
new era of peace and prosperity was established. Settlers rebuilt their 


34 




homes and mills, and those living near the Falls constructed numerous 
tourist facilities that enabled visitors to reach scenic spots more easily. 88 

Among the first artists to paint Niagara Falls after the war was the 
American artist-historian William Dunlap (1766-1839), who executed a 
series of nine on-the-spot watercolors 89 when he visited the site in Sep¬ 
tember 1815 in his capacity as paymaster general of the New York Militia. 
Another artist to sketch the scene at this time was Jacques Gerard Milbert 
(1766-1840), a pupil of the renowned French landscape painter of the late 
1700s, Pierre-Henri de Valenciennes. Milbert was sent to America by the 
French government to study the natural history of the eastern states. Dur¬ 
ing his stay from 1815 to 1822, he produced numerous landscapes, many 
of which were later reproduced as lithographic illustrations in his folio¬ 
sized Itineraire Pittoresque du Fleuve Hudson et des Parties Laterales (Paris, 
1828-29). Three of the views were of Niagara Falls, a “pittoresque” spot 
that he visited in 1818. The Frenchman had taken advantage of the newly 
constructed tourist facilities: Niagara Falls from the American Side (fig. 19) 
was taken from a window midway down the wooden stair tower that was 
erected in 1818 by Augustus Porter, owner of much of the land on the 
American side. The view from part way down the bank of the American 
Fall became one of the most popular and enduring vistas selected by 
nineteenth-century artists and photographers. 

One of the most impressive compositions painted during this period— 
and certainly one of the most successful evocations of Niagara’s terrible 
sublimity—is George Willis’s Niagara Falls of 1816 (fig. 20). It is an 
extremely exciting Salvatoresque production whose dark palette, blasted 
tree, gesticulating Indian, stormy sky, and rainbow are all typical of the 

Fig. 20. George Willis, Niagara Falls, 1816. sublime. Willis did not visit the site, however; the source of his inspiration 

Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, Canada. came from Vanderlyn’s 1804 engraving, A View of the Westerly Branch. 
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(Office Immollntily opposite the Eagle Hotel,) 

H AVING left the station which he ha* ocectipieti for the Inst twelve years, a 
keeper of the Islmuls in the rapid* of the Niagara, immediately above th 
FALLS, begs leave to offer his services to the Ladies mid Gentlemen who may visi 
this stupendous Wonder of the World, as a 

Guide to the Falls, 

and the numerous interesting objects in their vicinity. Having heen a resident at 
this place, for nineteen years, and Keeper of the Islands for twelve, he is familiar¬ 
ly acquainted with all the various locations of interest, which traveller* may wish 
to visit, and trusts that he will be able to give satisfaction to all those who may 
ploy him. > 

He will continue—a* he has heretofore done—to Keep himself constantly sup¬ 
plied with specimens of the Mineral, Fossil, Vegetable and Animal productions of 
the vicinity; nnd articles of Indian manufacture ; which he will furnish to visitor* 
at reasonable price*. Among the specimens now on hand, arc 

4NIMA1.8 t iund st the Falls rli: 

Bald Essies, the best specimen in the cavalry, 
Grey Eagte, 

DiSereot »|>ectes of Squirrels. 

Do. do. Ducks, 

Mink, Sturgeon. Gar Ftah, dec. dec. Ac. 

INDIAN ANTIQUITIES, sod other snides, me 
by the aborigines: 

A Birch Bark Canoe, at 


MINERALS found at the Fall* 
“eeulUnlly Chryslalixed “ 1 

as Glass, 


'sty white Snowy Cypsum, and other ra 
the Sulphate o! Lime, 

> Suer, 

.Tufa, 

r. or Bhomb Spsr, sad other 




X. 


Belt of Wampum, 


. Do. Work Bags, and Work Baskets, 

Chrysttliaed Quart/, Do. Belts and Bracelets, 

Shells, dec. ftc. fee. Do. Pin Cushions, dee. Ate. 

He will also furnish to those who may wish to procure them, HERBARIUM, con¬ 
taining specimens of therarioue Flowers and other plants to he found on the Islands, 
neatly preserved nnd labelled. 

Niagara Palls, April, 1834. 

H7“Tbe following Certificate will show how far Travellers may place confidence in Mr. Hooker's quallfica- 
a Guide. From Augustus Porter, Esq. Proprietor of the Islands and vicinity; S. De Veaux, Esq. 
Ign of the County Court, and Assistant Postmaster; Gen. P. Whitney. Proprietor of the Hotel; 8. U 


AUGUSTUS PORTER, 
S. DE VEAUX, 

P. WHITNEY, 

S. L. WARE, 

THOS. W. FANNING. 


^SSJ3!£3i5j3i£iJ£tl£iJ3]£ii£li£Ii£i.® 



Fig. 23. Samuel Hooker as Guide, ca. 1834 (cat. 
no. 215). Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York. 


Fig. 21. Alvan Fisher, A General View of the Falls 
of Niagara, 1820 (cat. no. 81). National Museum 
of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, D.C. 


Fig. 22. Alvan Fisher, The Great Horseshoe Fall, 
Niagara, 1820 (cat. no. 82). National Museum 
of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, D.C. 


The most prominent American painter to visit the Falls in the period 
from 1815 to 1825 was Alvan Fisher (1792-1863), who arrived in July 
1820. 90 Despite the number of exciting new vistas available to him on the 
American shore, Fisher fell back on the example of John Vanderlyn. 

Fisher’s canvases are conventional and picture Niagara from the same 
locations on the Canadian side. Like Vanderlyn’s distant view, Fisher’s A 
General View of the Falls of Niagara (fig. 21) weds an accurate representation 
of the far-off Falls with a picturesque foreground replete with framing 
devices and anecdotal interest. The Great Horseshoe Fall\ Niagara (fig. 22), 
on the other hand, captures the cataract’s awesome grandeur by introduc¬ 
ing storm clouds, astonished visitors, and a great rainbow. 

An unprecedented number of visitors populate Fisher’s two Niagaras. 
In the view of the Horseshoe Fall, twenty-one are arrayed across the fore¬ 
ground. One prominent group in the center reacts with gestures connoting 
awe and amazement. The man standing with his back to the cataract, 
addressing the group, is doubtlessly a local guide—perhaps the black top- 
hatted Samuel Hooker, familiar to tourists in the 1820s and 1830s (fig. 23). 
The presence of so many visitors indicates that by 1820 the once-remote 
spot had become a popular attraction. 91 

Fisher painted at least ten Niagaras, 92 most of which were versions of 
his original pair. Two compositions from below the Canadian bank, how¬ 
ever, communicate the grandeur of the Falls in a more idealistic fashion. 

In Niagara—The American Falls of 1821 (cat. no. 83), the gorge appears as a 
sweeping amphitheater; the sky, clearing in the west, adds to the expan¬ 
sive mood. At the center of the composition, amidst a setting of broken 
rocks and blasted trees, stands an artist, sketchbook in hand. He is 
flanked on one side by a companion and on the other, a seated dog. 

Several additional sketchbooks lie piled among the rocks at his feet. He is 
a more noble and inspiring figure than Trumbull’s artist under the 
umbrella. Just as he is our surrogate in the painted landscape, so the clean 
sketchbook page in his hand symbolizes our imagination awaiting the 
imprint of Niagara’s sublimity. Like Fisher’s other views, the companion 
picture, The Horseshoe Fall from Below in the Royal Ontario Museum is a 
conventional production: the Horseshoe Fall is bracketed on the right by 
an elegantly curved, Claude-like tree while the foreground is composed of 
Salvatoresque rocks. In the middle of the foreground is a party of three 
Indians, once the sole inhabitants of the region. Startled by the appear¬ 
ance of a barking dog, they turn to see two tourists approaching their rest¬ 
ing place. It is a poignant moment. Fisher has portrayed the passing of an 
era: just as the tourist has dislodged the Indian from his place at Niagara 
Falls, so too the settler has displaced the Indian in the larger landscape. As 
Alvan Fisher’s paintings demonstrate, Niagara Falls had entered the age of 
tourism: no longer a wilderness, it was a safe and increasingly familiar 
landscape—a fact that conditioned artistic responses in the second quarter 
of the century. 

After 1820, artists captured Niagara’s scenic diversity by creating a 
set of four or more different views. For the most part, these multiple 
images were conceived as prints, either published as a series or as illustra¬ 
tions in a giftbook. The earliest were the crude etchings by Thomas Han¬ 
ford Wentworth issued in June 1821 93 and included the first printed view 
of the Horseshoe from Goat Island. A more sophisticated series was the 
five lithographs published in London in 1825 after drawings by W. Vivian 
(cat. nos. 19-23). Another remarkable set was the five etchings after 
sketches made with the aid of a camera lucida by British traveler Basil Hall 
in 1827 (cat. no. 196). 94 

Among the most handsome Niagara prints of the period were the four 


37 














Fig. 24. John Hill after William J. Bennett, 
Niagara Falls. Part of the American Falls from 
the Foot of the Staircase, 1829 (cat. no. 104). 
The New-York Historical Society, New York, 
New York. 


Fig. 25. John Hill after William J. Bennett, 
Niagara Falls. Part of the British Fall Taken from 
Under the Table Rock, 1829 (cat. no. 103). The 
New-York Historical Society, New York, 

New York. 


large aquatint engravings after watercolors by W. J. Bennett, 95 which were 
actually on sale at the Falls in the 1830s. 96 The first two, published in 
1829, pictured the waterfalls from conventional locations below (figs. 24, 
25), while the second pair, published in 1831, depicted them from less 
familiar vantage points on Goat Island (figs. 26, 27). They reveal a new 
complacency toward the cataracts’ once-astonishing grandeur. This atti¬ 
tude is most apparent in Bennett’s View of the British Fall from Goat Island, 
in which four visitors are enjoying a picnic and only one bothers to look at 
the nearby cataract. The four picnickers reflect a growing anthropocentric 
sentimental reaction to the Falls in the second quarter of the nineteenth 
century. Increasingly, the cataracts were pushed into the distance to 
become simply a magnificent backdrop for human action. 97 

In 1831, George Catlin (1796-1872) published a set of eight litho¬ 
graphs entitled Views of Niagara . 98 Six were views of the Falls and two were 
maps, one a chart of the Niagara River and the other a descriptive key to 
the first plate in the series, a remarkable aerial view of the Falls (see fig. 
104). 99 This bird’s-eye view contains not only all the tourist facilities in 
place by 1827 but also the various farms, settlements, mills, and roads. 

The set is a pictorial inducement to tourism: visitors are seen examining 
the cataracts from all the popular points of view. By following the dotted 
lines inscribed on the descriptive key, one takes an imaginative pedestrian 
tour along the well-worn pathways to each scenic outlook. Another set of 
six Niagara images published abroad in the 1830s—the series of aquatint 
engravings after watercolor compositions by the English soldier-artist 
James Pattison Cockburn (cat. nos. 27, 78, 106-109)'°°—helped familiarize 
European audiences with the iconography of the Falls. 

The best-known printed images of the Falls and surroundings pro¬ 
duced during the period were the seven steel engravings that appeared in 
N. P. Willis’s immensely popular giftbook, American Scenery (1840, cat. 
no. 213). 101 The prints were made by various engravers after sepia water- 
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Fig. 26. William J. Bennett, Niagara Falls. 
American Fall from Goat Island, 1831 (cat. no. 24). 
The New-York Historical Society, New York, 
New York. 


Fig. 27. William J. Bennett, Niagara Falls. View 
of the British Fall from Goat Island, 1831 (cat. no. 
25). The New-York Historical Society, New 
York, New York. 



Fig. 28. William H. Bartlett, The Horseshoe Fall. 
Illustration from the book, American Scenery: or. 
Land, Lake and River. . . by Nathaniel P. Willis 
(cat. no. 213). The New-York Historical Society, 
New York, New York. 


colors executed at the site by the prolific English topographical landscapist 
William Henry Bartlett (1809-1854). 102 The preciosity of Bartlett’s pictur¬ 
esque drawing style militated against successfully communicating Niag¬ 
ara’s vast scale and force. Nonetheless, the engravings were the most often 
copied Niagara compositions of the nineteenth century; only W. J. Ben¬ 
nett’s prints came close to equaling their popularity. 

Bartlett deliberately shaped forms for expressive purposes. The inani¬ 
mate form of Terrapin Bridge in his rendering of the Horseshoe Fall (fig. 
28) is self-consciously invested with human expressiveness: the extremity 
appears to lift up in astonishment, just like the gesticulating figure stand¬ 
ing on it. The forms of the water also evoke human emotions as the bil¬ 
lowing waves appear to rear back in a last vain attempt to resist their fate. 
What Bartlett portrayed, Willis verbalized. Like other sentimental writers 
of the day, he invested the river’s flow with human feelings: “For three 
miles, it tosses and resists ... its unwilling waves fly back . . . and at last 
touch the glossy curve, convulsed with supernatural horror.” 103 Like the 
artistic conventions of the picturesque, the projection of pathos into the 
torrent’s rush helped reduce Niagara’s sublimity to human dimensions. 

The convention of depicting the Falls in a set of images taken from 
various locations was also employed by an English amateur artist, Major 
Henry Davis (active 1815-52). In a group of four little-known, but highly 
impressive, color lithographs published in London in 1848 and based upon 
a series of watercolors dating from 1846 (cat. nos. 70-73), the Montreal- 
based officer focused on the Horseshoe Fall. The four compositions are 
among the most romanticized conceptions of Niagara’s grandeur. By elimi¬ 
nating most mediating foreground arrangements and reducing his designs 
to the essentials, Davis dramatically increased the visual excitement and 
power of his views. 

The figures found in his two illustrations of the Horseshoe seen from 
below inject an associative note. An Indian brave solemnly contemplates 
the spectacle from the American side. Once a staple of Niagara composi¬ 
tions, the Indian virtually disappeared after 1830. Davis’s inclusion of the 
figure is a deliberate attempt to reinvest the Falls with its original wilder¬ 
ness character. In the companion view from beneath Table Rock, a minus¬ 
cule figure, overwhelmed by the cataract, clings perilously to the cliff 
beside the plunging wall of water. Although ideas of danger are forcibly 
brought to mind, tourists regularly entered the eroded cavern behind the 
Horseshoe without mishap. 
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Fig. 29. Henry Davis, Autumnal Sunset, from 
Goat Island, 1846 (cat. no. 72). Royal Ontario 
Museum, Toronto, Canada. 



In Autumnal Sunset, from Goat Island, (fig. 29) there are no figures: the 
great orb of the sinking sun casts a glow over a scene of watery solitude 
inhabited only by an eagle gliding through the mists. The most impressive 
of Davis’s works, however, is Horseshoe Fall, from Table Rock (fig 30). 

“From this position,” he wrote, “the mighty cataract is seen in all its mag¬ 
nificence and splendor.” Its motion was eternal: “Ninety millions of tons 
are estimated to fall into the abyss every hour; for thousands of years have 
been falling; and doubtless will continue to fall, night and day, for ages.” 104 
In order to emphasize the timelessness of the river’s flow, Davis con¬ 
trasted its eternity with the transience of a thunderstorm. The bolt of 
lightning, bursting out of the sky above the upper rapids, brings to mind 
the symbols of sublime force found in apocalyptic English Romantic land¬ 
scapes. Seemingly encircled by rising flood waters, the two explorers, fate¬ 
fully marooned near the brink of the cataract, also recall the popular 
theme of the Deluge. 

Rarely were nineteenth-century views of Niagara Falls as imagina¬ 
tively composed or poetically suggestive as Davis’s works: they represent a 
world into which no commonplace tourist could ever have set foot. For the 
most part, artists of the period were content with mundane reality. Such is 
the case with August Kollner’s eight color lithographs of Niagara published 
in 1848. 105 

Prints of the Falls were also published in pairs after 1825. Among 
the most prominent examples are compositions by James Hamilton 
(cat. nos. 93, 94), Robert Havell (cat. nos. 97, 98), and Hippolyte Sebron 
in 1852. Artists ol the period also produced single printed views 
of the Falls. For the most part, these are either panoramic compositions 
taken from the edge of the Canadian bank about a mile downstream from 
the Horseshoe Fall or all-inclusive views from the foot of the American 
Fall. Outstanding examples of the first type include a large engraving (cat. 
no. 132) by Captain James Graham and a lithograph (cat. no. 164) by 
A. de Vaudricourt. The latter was based upon a series of sequential 
daguerreotypes (see fig. 55) produced by William and Frederick 
Langenheim of Philadelphia, pioneer photographers of the Falls. 107 

The most all-embracing single view from the edge of the Canadian 
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bank was Robert Burford’s circular panorama of 1833 (fig. 31). Based upon 
sketches made at the site in the autumn of 1832, it was probably the most 
realistic representation of the local landscape composed during the second 
quarter of the century. In the descriptive catalogue, Burford wrote, 

a Panorama alone offers a scale of magnificent magnitude to exhibit at one 
view (which is indispensible) the various parts of this wonderful scene , and to 
convey an adequate idea of the matchless extent , prodigious power, and artful 
appearance , of this stupendous phenomenon of nature 

The engraved plan of the lost picture demonstrates the essential problem: 
no comprehensive view executed in a topographically accurate manner 
could ever evoke the cataracts’ grandeur for they are simply too distant to 
be impressive features in an extensive composition. Only a close-up depic¬ 
tion adequately communicates their scale and force. 

Karl Bodmer’s engraved Niagara Falls of 1843-44 (cat. no. 166), a 
panoramic composition based upon a watercolor of 1834, 109 suggests the 
scene’s awesome character. Taken from the foot of the Canadian bank, the 
angle of vision is dramatically low, almost eye level with the surface of the 
river. A great eagle, gliding over the river amidst limestone fragments, is 
the only living presence in this otherwise desolate landscape. In this view, 
the bird makes one of its last appearances as a symbol of the sublime in a 
Niagara depiction. 

All-inclusive views from the base of the American Fall were the sec- 
o lg '/; 3 ?Q]! e / nry Dav H ^f seshoe Ft* 11 }™™ Table 0 nd most popular image for single prints. A familiar example of this type 
Toronto, Canada. is William Guy Wall’s Niagara Falls from Below which served as the fron- 
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tispiece for the second volume of J. H. Hinton’s History and Topography of 
the United States when it was published in America in 1834. The land forms 
have been deliberately adjusted for dramatic effect. In the lower left, Wall 
reintroduced the motif—an Indian attacking a rattlesnake with a club— 
that had been a central feature in G. B. Fisher’s engraving of about 1794 
(see fig. 11). Other conventional means of suggesting the sublime include 
the gesticulating figures at the foot of the cataract and those in the ferry¬ 
boat nearing the shore. 

Although W. J. Bennett’s contemporaneous engraving, Niagara Falls 
from the American Side (fig. 32), is essentially identical to Wall’s composi¬ 
tion, it is decidedly different in emotional character. Gone are the fear¬ 
some Indian and rattler, and instead of expressing awe and amazement, 
the passengers in Bennett’s boat remain quietly seated. Their lack of 
excitement suggests an essential change in the conception of the sub¬ 
lime that occurred in the 1830s—the elimination of terror as the de¬ 
finitive emotion. 110 

After 1830, increasing numbers of Niagara visitors categorized their 
response to the Falls as a transcendent emotional uplift. For many, it was a 
sacred experience, redolent with associations of divinity. In the words of 
the Reverend F. W. P. Greenwood, Niagara Falls was a “beautiful, holy 
creation [that was] full of spirit and meaning.” If the traveler stood at 
the end of Terrapin Bridge and gave way to his feelings, the min¬ 
ister declared, 

he must drop upon his knees, for the grandeur is overpowering. The soul is 
elevated, and at the same time subdued, as if in an awful presence. Deity is 
there. The brooding, commanding Spirit is there. “The Lord is upon many 
waters ” . . . “Deep calleth unto deep”. . . . 111 

In Greenwood’s view, there was a “natural connection between all sublime 
and pure sentiment, and the conception of Deity. All grandeur directs us 
to Him.” 112 During the 1830s, it was commonly assumed that God commu¬ 
nicated directly with man through natural sublimity and that nowhere was 
this communion more profound than at Niagara Falls. The English novel¬ 
ist Captain Marryat stated in 1837 that it was “through the elements that 
the Almighty speaks to man [and] what can inspire more awe of him, more 
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Fig. 31. Robert Burford, Description of a View 
of the Falls of Niagara, Now Exhibiting at the 
Panorma . . ., 1833 (cat. no. 184). Brock Univer¬ 
sity Library, St. Catharines, Ontario, Canada. 
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Fig. 32. William J. Bennett, Niagara Falls from 
the American Side, ca. 1835 (cat. no. 26). Royal 
Ontario Museum, Toronto, Canada. 


Overleaf: 

Fig. 33. John Vanderlyn (attributed), Niagara 
Falls from the Foot of the American Fall ’ ca. 1832 
(cat. no. 162). Private Collection. 

Fig. 34. John Vanderlyn (attributed), The Horse¬ 
shoe Fall from Below Table Rock, ca. 1832 (cat. no. 
163). Private Collection. 


reverence, and more love than the contemplation of thy falling waters, 
great Niagara!” 113 

Aside from provoking religious sentiments, the Falls also aroused 
feelings of peace and calm. During his visit in 1834, Nathaniel Hawthorne 
noted that the turmoil of the Horseshoe Fall “assumes a sort of calmness. 

It soothes while it awes the mind.” 114 Historian Anna Jameson reported in 
1836 that “in the midst of this tremendous velocity of motion and eternity 
of sound, there [is] a deep, deep repose.” 115 Coincident with these novel 
impressions, there was a new interest in Niagara’s beauty, which was dis¬ 
tinct from its so-called sublimity. During the 1830s and 1840s, beauty 
denoted not only an aesthetic category but a moral quality. Elevating feel¬ 
ings of peacefulness and intimations of a divine presence were indicative 
of Niagara’s strong moral influence and hence its beauty. So fixed did this 
point of view become that Niagara was considered more beautiful than 
sublime, or awful. 116 As Niagara became less terrifying, beautiful, rather 
than sublime, seemed a more appropriate term for the Falls. 

During the second quarter of the nineteenth century, the production 
of prints predominated. Nonetheless, painters were active, and several 
topographical canvases deserve mention. The most spectacular are two 
large paintings that recently have been attributed to John Vanderlyn. 
Upright compositions measuring seven feet by five feet, they were pro¬ 
duced from studies dating from 1832. 117 Conceived as a complementary 
pair, they depict the scene from below, near the foot of each cataract (figs. 
33, 34). Minute tourists underscore the immensity of the nearby waterfalls 
while impressive light effects add to the visual excitement inherent in 
the viewpoints. 
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Fig. 35. John Vanderlyn, General View of the Falls 
and Rapids of Niagara, 1840-41. New York State 
Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preser¬ 
vation, Bureau of Historic Sites, Senate House 
State Historic Site, Palisades Region. 


If the two canvases are the largest painted during this period, William 
Birch’s (1755-1834) 1827 miniature representing the American Fall from 
below (cat. no. 38) is certainly the smallest. It is the most diminutive 
painting ever produced to attempt to suggest Niagara’s vastness. On the 
reverse of the 2 5 /8-by-2 3 /8-inch image, Birch wrote “this wild oblique 
sketch . . . gives in my opinion a greater idea of its Magnitude than the 
front view where the distance necessary [sic] loses its immensity.” 118 An 
Indian, blasted tree, and looming rockface infuse the tiny picture with 
connotations of the terrible sublime. 

For the most part, painters followed the general strategies employed 
by contemporary printmakers—creating pairs or series of divergent views. 
Rembrandt Peale (1778-1860) followed the latter model, producing three 
paintings based on watercolor studies made in 1832. 119 The French artist 
Victor de Grailly (1804-1889) emulated engravers’ examples more closely: 
all his various Niagaras, are simply versions of prints after Bennett, Bart¬ 
lett, and Robert Havell. 120 An elevated view attributed to Havell (cat. no. 
99) is among the relatively few imaginative visions of the scene produced 
by a topographical landscapist of the period. 

Among the most widely seen easel paintings was John Vanderlyn’s 
mammoth-sized General View of the Falls and Rapids of Niagara (fig. 35). 
Completed in Paris in 1840-41, it was first exhibited at the Salon of 
1841. 121 According to the artist’s testimony, it was based upon “a highly 
finished sketch painted at the spot in 1826.” 122 Seen from the Canadian 
shore overlooking the rapids upstream, the cataracts are minor and unim¬ 
pressive features in the larger landscape, dominated by a fancifully 
arranged foreground. Vanderlyn was well aware of the unspectacular 
nature of his view but argued defensively: 
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this distance is necessary for the eye to embrace the whole; and if the spectator 
is not struck by the magnitude and grandeur of the Cataract\ the same disap¬ 
pointment would be felt on witnessing the reality , which requires to be seen and 
examined close by , to be struck , or made sensible of the greatness or sublimity 
of the subject , 123 

In Vanderlyn’s opinion, the chief virtue of the uninspiring landscape was 
its “scrupulous correctness [for it] will serve to show after the lapse of a 
century or more, what changes time has brought about . . . how the 
Horseshoe Fall has receded.” 124 It was to be a geological portrait of the 
scene as it existed in 1826. 

Several painters in the second quarter of the nineteenth century 
attempted to convey the exalted nature of Niagara’s sublimity in a more 
meaningful fashion. The earliest of these was the Quaker preacher and 
folk painter, Edward Hicks (1780-1849). His first Falls of Niagara (fig. 36), 
dating from 1825, is based on a reproduction of the Falls in an engraved 
inset on a map of North America published in Philadelphia in 182 2. 125 No 
doubt Hicks was attracted to the symbolic nature of his model, for like the 
earlier Hennepin-derived image of the Falls, it too served as a landscape 
emblem of the continent. In order that his picture be appropriately inter¬ 
preted in a religious fashion, the artist, a one-time sign painter, carefully 
lettered eight significant lines from Alexander Wilson’s poem “The For¬ 
esters” on a painted border surrounding his depiction of the scene. The 
last pair of rhyming couplets impart to the image the meaning the Quaker 
preacher intended: 

This great overwhelming work of awful Time 
In all its dread magnificence sublime , 

Rises on our view, amid crashing roar 

That bids us kneel\ and Time's great GOD adore . 126 

The poetic lines function as an interpretive framework by which—and lit¬ 
erally through which—Niagara Falls assumes religious significance. 

Thomas Chambers’s Niagara Falls ; dating from about 1835 (fig. 37), 
projects an idealism in a naive manner. The composition is based upon 
Jacques Milbert’s lithograph of the view from Porter’s stair tower (see fig. 
19). Several important alterations have been made, however; the most 
prominent of which is the figure on a promontory in the center of the fore¬ 
ground. The figure is not a typical tourist in a top hat, but rather a rustic 
American—a frontiersman in a leather jerkin, broad-brimmed hat, with 
rifle and powder horn. He resembles Leatherstocking in James Fenimore 
Cooper’s novels and, indeed, the resemblance may have been deliberate. 

The linkage of Leatherstocking and American Fall was also evident in 
a popular play by William Dunlap. 127 A Trip to Niagara; or Travellers in 
America was a farce, played in front of a moving panorama, about English 
visitors en route to Niagara from Manhattan. 128 The play—and the pano¬ 
rama—concluded at the base of the American Fall where the assembled 
characters included the aged Leatherstocking, whom the Englishmen had 
met earlier on their travels. The old frontiersman bitterly lamented the 
coming of civilization and proposed to escape to the untramelled prairies 
after his visit to Niagara. But upon looking at the nearby cataract, he hap¬ 
pily declared, “this looks like it used to do, they can’t spoil this.” 129 
Chamber’s Niagara Falls can be interpreted as a symbol of America. The 
Leatherstocking-like figure is the American Adam. 120 Neither dwarfed by 
the immensity of the Falls nor terrified by its vast power, he boldly con¬ 
fronts the scene realizing that it is but a mirror of his own restless energies 
and indomitable spirit. 
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Fig. 36. Edward Hicks, The Falls of Niagara, The one composition that most successfully conveyed Niagara’s tran- 

Museum scendent meaning in the second quarter of the nineteenth century was 

Thomas Cole’s (1801-1848) A Distant View of the Falls of Niagara. Painted 
in England in 1830, it was engraved by the London publisher of Hinton’s 
History and Topography of the United States and served as the frontispiece of 
the English edition (fig. 38). Later issued as a separate engraving, it was 
often copied and served a variety of purposes. 131 

Thomas Cole made his initial trip to the Falls on the eve of his first 
departure for the Old World. As he wrote to his patron Robert Gilmor, 

I cannot think of going to Europe without having seen them. I wish to take a 
“last lingering look ” at our wild scenery. I shall endeavour to impress its fea¬ 
tures so strongly on my mind that ; in the midst of the f ine scenery of other 
countries their grand and beautiful peculiarities shall not be erased . 132 

While he wished to obtain an indelible impression of America’s natural 
grandeur, Cole made the trip to sketch various views of the Falls from 
which he would later create paintings that he proposed to sell in England. 

Cole set out from New York City on May 1, 1829, and arrived in 
Niagara a week later: 
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Fig. 37. Thomas Chambers, Niagara Falls ; 
ca. 1835 (cat. no. 43). Wadsworth Atheneum, 
Hartford, Connecticut. 


I anticipated much, hut the grandeur of the falls far exceeds anything I had 
been told of them —/ am greatly astonished that there have been no great pic¬ 
tures of them —/ think the subject a sublime one—but I may fail in the repre¬ 
sentation as others have done before me” m 

His trip coincided with a spell of cold weather. Unable to cross the ice- 
choked river to the Canadian shore, Cole was denied the view from Table 
Rock. The majority of Cole’s twenty-three sketches are from conventional 
sites on the eastern side, only one is a unique view. Entitled Niagara 2 
miles off 134 it represents the distant scene from a point on the stage road 
where travelers arriving from the direction of Lewiston first saw the Falls. 
It was the basis for A Distant View , one of two Niagaras Cole painted in 
London in 1830. 135 

In the composition, Niagara is figuratively as well as literally, distant. 
It is a historical portrait of the Falls, an imaginatively reconstructed vision 
of a long-lost wilderness. The hotels, mills, and tourist facilities present in 
Cole’s day have been eliminated. The cataracts and setting appear as they 
must have looked to the first European explorer. The only inhabitants of 
the painted scene are eagles gliding through the gorge and two Indians 
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Fig. 38. Fenner Sears & Co. after Thomas Cole, 
A Distant View of the Falls of Niagara, 1831 (cat. 
no. 147). Private Collection. 


who, like those in Thomas Davies’s engraving, gaze at the scene calmly, 
their backs to the viewer. 

In May 1829, Cole wrote a seven-stanza poem entitled “Niagara.” 
Written in the voice of an early explorer who stumbles across the scene 
unaware of its existence, the verse celebrates the sublimity of the Falls. 136 
It was Cole’s literary strategy, just as it was his artistic one, to recapture 
the wonder with which man first viewed Niagara’s grandeur. The artist- 
poet was not the first to lament Niagara’s loss of innocence, nor was he 
alone in his desire to recapture the Eden-like atmosphere of the cataracts’ 
sublimity. Nathaniel Hawthorne wrote that the wanderers of old who 
encountered the cataracts in the midst of the wilderness were blessed. 
Without preconceived notions to mediate and mar their emotional 
responses, they experienced the sublime in its purest form. “O, that I had 
never heard of Niagara until I beheld it,” Hawthorne lamented in 1836: 

But I came thither, haunted with a vision of foam and fury, and dizzy cliffs, 
and an ocean tumbling out of the sky—a scene, in short, which nature had too 
much good taste and calm simplicity to realise. My mind had struggled to 
adapt these false conceptions to the reality, and finding the effort vain, a 
wretched sense of disappointment weighed me down . 137 

Cole used a passing thunderstorm over the Falls to symbolize the sub¬ 
lime. In the left-hand portion of the sky, the clouds are black and ominous 
while on the right, the sun breaks through with a dazzling burst of light to 
dispel the gloom. The dramatic transition from dark to light signifies the 
climax of the sublime moment when terror is transformed into peace, 
when mental tumult gives way to calm and the imagination is “sublimed.” 
The importance of the sunburst, which is indeed central to the meaning 
of A Distant View, was also emphasized in a later oil sketch 138 whose princi¬ 
pal feature, a brilliant explosion of yellow-hued light, completely domi¬ 
nates the design. 

The interpretation of the sunburst as symbol of a transcendent expe¬ 
rience is clearly supported by a passage in Cole’s important literary work, 
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Essay on American Scenery. In this seminal text, he clearly articulated the 
mind-expanding nature of Niagara’s grandeur: “And NIAGARA! that won¬ 
der of the world ... in gazing on it, we feel as though a great void had 
been filled in our minds, our conceptions expand—we become a part of 
what we behold!” 139 Just as the sunburst graphically illustrates mental 
expansion, so the rapt passivity of the Indians in the foreground represents 
the spiritual union with the supernatural in and through the experience of 
the sublime. In that transcendental climate they have become a part of 
what they behold. 

By mid-century, the portrayal of the Falls had lapsed into standardiza¬ 
tion. With few exceptions, views became predictable and repetitive, 
lacking expressive power and relying upon established responses. In the 
1850s, however, a new generation of American artists, members of the 
so-called second generation of Hudson River School painters, showed a 
renewed interest in the subject. They proved surprisingly innovative in 
their attempts to reinvigorate the tradition and create pictures that com¬ 
municated Niagara’s power in a fresh and unusual fashion. 

When Frederic Church and his contemporaries visited Niagara Falls 
in the early 1850s, the site bore little resemblance to Thomas Cole’s nos¬ 
talgic dream of untouched beauty. Factories and hotels crowded the river’s 
edge above the American Fall; on the Canadian side, virtually denuded of 
trees, a line of commercial buildings stretched from Table Rock north 
along the gorge. 140 During the summer season, the place swarmed with 
tourists. Described as the “center of a vortex of travel,” 141 Niagara Falls 
attracted an estimated 60,000 visitors in 1850. 142 Despite its popularity as 
America’s premier watering place and the fact that it had long been a 
“hacknied” 143 subject, the nation’s leading artists approached the scene 
with renewed interest. 

Church’s generation revitalized the practice of illustrating the Falls by 
developing a series of novel approaches. These included four basic strate- 
gems: depicting standard views, but in an unusual and provocative man¬ 
ner; picturing the cataracts from entirely new points of view; rendering 
them during mood-heightening moments and seasons (specifically by 
moonlight and during winter); and finally, using such recently introduced 
media as the moving panorama and photography. In each case, the desire 
was to achieve new aesthetic results that would alter preconceived notions 
of Niagara’s scenic character by creating a fresh relationship between 
viewer and depicted scene. 

John F. Kensett (1816-1872) was one of the first to become thor¬ 
oughly “Niagarized.” 144 During his initial visit in August 1851, however, 
he encountered one of the most persistent problems plaguing sketchers— 
too many onlookers. “The crowd,” he reported, “is a slight obstacle to 
one’s studying—indeed the first annoyance seemed beyond my patience 
—but I am now getting hardened and don’t mind an audience of fifty.” 145 
The following year, Kensett returned for another lengthy and productive 
stay, and in 1857 returned to the Falls for a third and final sketching trip. 

Kensett produced not only pencil sketches but a large number of plein 
air oil studies. In fact, few landscapists were to match his artistic output at 
the Falls. 146 The artist’s own register reveals that between 1853 and 1856 
seven Niagara canvases were sold to prominent collectors. 147 Titles of vari¬ 
ous recorded works indicate that Kensett painted not only the waterfalls 
and rapids, but the gorge, suspension bridge, the Whirlpool, and Brock’s 
Monument as well. 148 Several listed works were moonlight views from 
Goat Island. 

Kensett abandoned the conventions of the picturesque in the small 
Niagaras. Even though he often selected traditional points of view, geolog- 
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Fig. 39. John F. Kensett, Niagara Falls, ca. 1854. 
United States Department of State, Diplomatic 
Reception Rooms, Washington, D.C. 



Fig. 40. John F. Kensett, Rapids Above Niagara, 
ca. 1857 (cat. no. 124). Professor and Mrs. 
William B. Rhoads. 



Fig. 41. John F. Kensett, Terrapin Tower, Niagara 
Falls, 1857 (cat. no. 125). Professor and Mrs. 
William B. Rhoads. 


ical reality dictated compositional arrangements. As a result, there is a 
refreshing realism to his pictures. In his works (cat. no. 122) the pictorial 
rhetoric generally applied to views from below the Canadian bank is 
absent, allowing the spectator an unusually direct and invigorating 
response to the actual scene. The oil studies made at the site in 1851 and 
1852 were later used as models for larger, studio productions such as the 
oval canvas of about 1854 (fig. 39) in the State Department. In this 
worm’s-eye view of the distant Horseshoe, the old iconography of the 
sublime—blasted trees, Indians and storms—has been banished. Instead, 
it conforms to the mid-century’s conception of the sublime as the highest 
form of morally elevating beauty. Not all of the artist’s Niagaras were 
quiescent illustrations such as this; others were dramatic close-ups 
(figs. 40, 41). 149 

Jasper Cropsey (1823-1900) first visited the Falls in August 1852 and 
was deeply impressed by the scenery. “This sublime nature about me,” he 
wrote to his wife Maria, “constantly moves my soul in admiration of its 
creator.” 150 Like Kensett, he sketched in pencil and oil, depicting a wide 
variety of motifs. One view in particular caught his attention—the vista 
downriver from a rock twenty-five feet out from the base of Luna Fall. 
Peter Porter, son of the original owner of Goat Island, pointed it out and 
informed him that no artist had ever sketched the scene from that prom¬ 
ontory. 151 Cropsey executed several studies and upon his return to New 
York worked up a large canvas, Niagara Falls (fig. 42), which he exhibited 
at the National Academy of Design in 1853. In September 1855 he 
returned to the Falls and once again sketched the “magnificent scene” 152 
from the half-submerged rock. The following year he produced a small oil 
study of the view 155 and in 1857, while residing in London, he painted 
Niagara Falls from the Foot of Goat Island (see fig 80), which was chromo- 
lithographed in England. 154 In 1882, Cropsey made a final rendering of this 
signature-type Niagara composition. 155 So closely was the view identified 
with him that no other artist is known to have depicted it. 

The viewpoint in Cropsey’s Niagara Falls is exciting: the spectator is 
imaginatively placed out in the river. On the right-hand side of the compo¬ 
sition, nearby Luna Fall and the American cataract are seen from an 
oblique angle, the great rocks at their base piled in a picturesque heap. To 
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the left, high up on the west bank and looking like a great white palace, is 
the newly enlarged Clifton House hotel. A great rainbow, set amidst veils 
of mist and spray rebounding from the rocks, spans the center of the com¬ 
position. Viewers all too familiar with standardized images must have been 
startled and thrilled to see such a novel representation. In 1860, while still 
in London, Cropsey painted another unusual view. An upright composition 
of the Horseshoe Fall, seen from Goat Island (see fig. 103), it reveals the 
far-off cataract through a screen of foreground trees. In the lower left, 
seated on a rustic bench at a scenic outlook, is a smartly dressed female 
tourist. Her male companion, leaning against a tree trunk, bends solici¬ 
tously toward her. The figures inject a sentimental note; perhaps they are 
honeymooners. The charming depiction suggests gentler qualities and 
quieter moods than those normally associated with the scene. One critic 
termed it a “novel view of that very hacknied subject, Niagara Falls.” 156 

Nighttime depictions were another means by which artists of the 
1850s offered new visions of the grandeur of the Falls. Paens to the 
moon’s ability to “harmonize, to soften, to spiritualize” 157 the spectacle 
were especially numerous in the 1850s. One guidebook declared that 

the pale , mysterious light . . . [sheds a] sweet influence ... the rivers are 
turned into “vales of winding light”; the cliffs lose their harshness of outline; 
the trees, in their picturesque repose ; look like the trees of a dream; even sound 
itself in sympathy with the scene , falls upon the ear with softer cadence , 158 


Fig. 42. Jasper Cropsey, Niagara Falls, 1853 (cat 
no. 55). The Newington Cropsey Foundation, 
Greenwich, Connecticut. 


Another writer of the decade reported that the silvery luminescence 
imparted a “dreamy obscurity in which the imagination best loves 
to revel.” 159 

Before 1850, few artists attempted to portray the scene by moonlight. 



S3 







Fig. 44. Currier & Ives, Niagara from Goat 
Island\ ca. 1865 (cat. no. 58). Royal Ontario 
Museum, Toronto, Canada. 



Fig. 45. George Curtis, Falls from New 
Suspension Bridge — Moonlight , ca. 1869-73 
(cat. no. 66). Private Collection. 


The earliest to represent the “rare union” 160 of sublime and beautiful 
effects was the English artist, J. R. Coke Smyth. His nighttime view was 
published as a color lithograph in 1839. It is an unconventional composi¬ 
tion: with foreground eliminated, the viewer is suspended over the rush¬ 
ing torrent. To the right, the rising moon casts a long, glittering reflection 
down the length of the upper rapids and across the lip of the Horseshoe’s 
brink. Its “sweet influence” does much to ameliorate the rhetorical terrors 
of the depicted scene. 

The most affecting mid-century representation of Niagara by moon¬ 
light is Frederick Lock’s (active 1843-60) Niagara Falls. Summer View of the 
American and Horseshoe Falls by Moonlight (fig. 43). The panoramic view is 
illuminated by a full moon in a cloudless sky; the river looks like molten 
silver; and the rising spray takes on a wraithlike character. The cold light 
imparts a lonely and silent quality to the landscape, and in the immediate 
foreground a solitary figure gazes thoughtfully at the spectacle before him. 
His relaxed pose and calm demeanor are outward signs of an inward rev¬ 
erie. Rarely was a setting to be suffused with so much poetic mystery. 

The single most celebrated moonlight view—and one of the most 
famous of all Niagara paintings—was Regis Gignoux’s (1816-1882) monu¬ 
mental canvas, Niagara Falls by Moonlight, dating from 1859. Although the 
canvas is lost, it is known today because of a full page engraving published 
in Harper s Weekly}™ A view of the Horseshoe from the Goat Island side, it 
was hailed as a “worthy pendant” 162 to Church’s daylight view from the 
opposite shore. The American critic James Jackson Jarves considered 
Gignoux’s painting to be superior to Church’s because of the poetic sug¬ 
gestiveness of the lunar reflections. “The mysterious conditions of a 
clouded moonlight,” he wrote in his landmark book, The Art Idea (1864), 
“greatly heightens the effect of the whole scene, and baptizes it with the 
spirit of the imaginative unreal, making it the opposite of Church’s Niag¬ 
ara by Daylight.” 163 Gignoux’s composition was the direct source for Cur¬ 
rier & Ives’ Niagara Falls from Goat Island (fig. 44). Whereas the painting 
had been devoid of human activity, the mass-produced print included a 
series of tourists enjoying the view from Terrapin Bridge. 

The most sensational moonlit depiction is Herman Herzog’s 
(1832-1932) vast canvas, View of Niagara Falls in Moonlight (fig. 46). In this 
dramatic depiction taken from the new suspension bridge erected in 1869 
across the gorge next to the American Fall, the cold rays of a beclouded 
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Fig. 46. Herman Herzog, View of Niagara Falls in 
Moonlight ; 1872 (cat. no. 101). Museum of Fine 
Arts, Springfield, Massachusetts. 
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Fig. 47. George Curtis, American Fall—Ice 
Mountain , 1870s (cat. no. 60). Local History 
Department, Niagara Falls, New York, Public 
Library. 




Fig. 48. Edward Anthony, Niagara in Winter, 
ca. 1860-61 (cat. no. 3). Private Collection. 


moon reveal a dreamscape as suggestive as any fervid word-picture of the 
magical nighttime scene. It is a virtuoso piece of light-painting: the very 
weight, density, and texture of cloud formations, fields of spray, and fall¬ 
ing water are revealed through varying degrees of translucency. The cold¬ 
ness of the moonlight is underscored by the warm tones of a bonfire on 
the dark shoreline below, a lantern in a ferryboat, and the illuminated win¬ 
dows of Table Rock House in the distance. This nighttime view was a 
popular one for stereographic photographers of the period (fig. 45). 

The view of the cataracts by moonlight was surpassed in “radiant” 164 
beauty only by the sight of them in winter daylight. As one writer com¬ 
mented, “the moonlit view is eclipsed only by the winter scenery of the 
Falls.” 165 Between December and March, freezing spray coated trees, 
rocks, and manmade structures on the nearby shores, turning them into 
grotesque sculptural forms. Though the cataracts never froze, huge ice 
cones were slowly formed on the rocks below, partially obscuring them 
(fig. 47). Ice floes choked the rapids upstream and compacted ice com¬ 
pletely covered the river in the gorge. Giant icicles hung down in such 
massive and intricate groupings at the borders of the waterfalls that they 
suggested fantastic architectural forms (fig. 48). “He who has not seen 
Niagara in mid-winter,” intoned one mid-century journalist, “has not seen 
it in all its superbness.” 166 

Although few travelers were on hand to witness the winter scenery 
“in all its glory” 167 during the first half of the century, winter trips to the 
Falls became fashionable in the 1850s. Throughout the decade, all manner 
of periodicals published lengthy reports effusively describing the splen¬ 
dors of the ice and snow-covered scene. According to one writer, Niagara’s 
“intrinsic sublimity and beauty experience a literal transfiguration. Na¬ 
ture is idealized. Nothing more beautiful or enchanting can be con¬ 
ceived.” 166 Others, however, were struck by the savage look 169 of the Falls 
in winter and felt the season restored Niagara to its former wilderness. 170 

Wintertime views were rare before the 1850s. The first ambitious 
canvas to communicate the melancholy character of the Falls in winter was 
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Fig. 49. Regis Gignoux, Niagara, The Table 
Rock — Winter, 1847 (cat. no. 90). U.S. Senate 
Collection, Washington, D.C. 


Fig. 50. Jasper Cropsey, Niagara Falls in Winter, 
1868 (cat. no. 57). The Art Institute of Chicago, 
Illinois. 


Gignoux’s imposing Niagara , Table Rock—Winter (fig. 49). Exhibited at the 
National Academy of Design in 1847, the composition is the conventional, 
vertical view seen from below, which was first introduced by Alexander 
Wilson. Associations of fear and danger are substantially increased by the 
foreboding sky, shadowed abyss, and fantastic ice formations. Giant eagles 
swoop through the spray-choked air in front of the granitelike cataract, and 
three small figures (the foremost, an artist with his portfolio tucked under 
his arm) are perilously stationed on the icy path beneath the looming over¬ 
hang of Table Rock. Few nineteenth-century portrayals of Niagara match 
the Gothic horror of this gloomy, ice-girt depiction. 

In all, Gignoux painted four wintertime Niagaras. 171 The most 
famous, and one of the most popular paintings of the Falls in the mid¬ 
century, was Niagara Falls in Winter (1858), a sunrise view of the Horse¬ 
shoe Fall from Goat Island celebrated for its delicate coloration. Its present 
whereabouts unknown, the canvas was purchased by Williams & Stevens 
as “a pendant for Church’s Niagara ,” 172 and in July 1859 both paintings 
were exhibited side by side. In the opinion of the New York Leader, the 
“TWO GREAT PAINTINGS . . . should always be viewed together, for 
they are counterparts of Niagara.” 173 Not all of Gignoux’s Niagaras were 
moonlight or winter views: Niagara Falls (cat. no. 91) painted in 1855 is a 
standard summertime portrayal from the base of the Canadian cliff. 174 

Among the spate of winter views produced in the mid-1850s, two 
large lithographs—Edwin Whitefield’s View of Niagara Falls and Frederick 
Lock’s Winter View of the Horseshoe Fall Taken from the Canadian Side —were 
published in 1856. In the lower right of Lock’s composition is the figure of 
an artist, his easel mounted on a snow bank, gazing rapturously at the 
spectacle. Jasper Cropsey’s Niagara Falls in Winter of 1868 (fig. 50), on 
the other hand, is a particularly luminous representation: the brilliant 
orb of the sun seen above the American Fall irradiates the snow- 
covered landscape. 175 



57 


The moving panorama provided the best means of exhibiting Niag¬ 
ara’s varied scenery most fully. After all, the scene itself had been 
described as “an endless diorama of ever-varying wonders . . . demanding, 
for its complete development, the beholder to take advantage of all possi¬ 
ble positions at all hours of the day and evening.” 176 The most famous of 
these productions, devoted in whole or part to the subject of the Falls, was 
the 1,000-foot canvas roll painted in 1853 by the Cincinnati landscapist, 
Godfrey N. Frankenstein (1820-1873 ). 171 In the years immediately preced¬ 
ing Church’s Niagara , Frankenstein’s creation was the most widely viewed 
and celebrated representation of the scene. 

Frankenstein first visited Niagara Falls in 1844 and for the next nine 
years returned annually to sketch the waterfalls from every angle, at all 
times of day and season. By 1852, he had completed 200 different can¬ 
vases. No other artist was to match Frankenstein’s dedication or his artis¬ 
tic production, and had Church’s canvas not eclipsed the panorama so 
completely, the Ohioan might well have earned the title of premier 
painter of the Falls. 

The artist selected 100 views from amongst his Niagara paintings 
and, with the aid of two assistants, reproduced them on a canvas support 
that measured 9 feet by 1,000 feet. No longer extant, the work was exhib¬ 
ited so often it apparently wore out. Individual scenes are known today 
from a series of seventeen engravings published in Harper s Monthly 11 *-, a 
single canvas dated 1848 (fig. 52) was the model for one part. Reviews of 
the panorama called attention to the variety of scenes, which were 
arranged in sequence to suggest a walking tour of the site. According to 
one reporter, “no locality [had] ever been treated in such a numerous 
series of views.” 179 The presentation was interrupted for dramatic pur¬ 
poses for, like a film, the hour-and-one-half long production was composed 
to avoid boredom. The climax of Frankenstein’s so-called Metropolitan 
Niagara was the final sequence of winter views that were “altogether 
new and startling.” 180 During a lengthy and popular tour of the nation in 
the mid-1850s, it was hailed as a “great national work . . . the pride 
of America.” 181 

Another important, although disconnected, series of mid-century 
views were the Niagara canvases painted in 1855-56 by the visiting Dan¬ 
ish landscapist, Ferdinand Richardt (1819-1895). Thirty-two different 
paintings were included in the artist’s Niagara Gallery exhibition, which 
was held in New York in November 1856. 182 Hailed as “the most accurate 
views of Niagara Falls ever painted in this country,” 183 these topographical 
depictions were taken from numerous points of view, during various 
times of day. The extant canvases provide a faithful record of the 
local landscape. 

In Niagara Falls (fig. 51), fifty-five individuals are carefully repre¬ 
sented in the parklike setting of Prospect Point. The very texture of con¬ 
temporary tourism is conveyed: some figures stand next to the river, 
others lean against railings, still more relax on benches. In the center fore¬ 
ground, an Indian woman carries a basket of native handicrafts (popular 
souvenirs of the period), while to the left, a group gathers by the peak- 
roofed daguerreotypist’s studio, waiting to have their photos taken in front 
of the American Fall. Richardt’s mammoth-sized general view from the 
opposite shore, Niagara Falls (fig. 53), likewise records all the tourist facil¬ 
ities: the Maid of the Mist wharf, the ferry slip, and the wooden changing 
house at the foot of the winding road where passengers donned protective 
oilskins before boarding the pleasure steamer and where carriages 
awaited fares. Richardt’s canvases represent Niagara exactly as it must 
have appeared to Frederic Church in 1856. 



Fig. 51. Ferdinand Richardt, Niagara , ca. 1855 
(cat. no. 141). The Heckscher Museum, Hun¬ 
tington, New York. 


Photography revolutionized the representation of Niagara at mid¬ 
century. Just as the Falls had become the most painted, so it was to be 
the most photographed natural wonder in the last half of the nineteenth 
century. The earliest known example, taken about 1841, is a view of the 
Horseshoe from the Canadian bank in front of the Clifton House. A 
daguerreotype, it was published as an etched illustration (fig. 54) in 
N. M. P. Lerebours’s Excursions Daguerriennes (Paris, 1840-44). The earli¬ 
est ones to survive were the five daguerreotypes that formed the pano¬ 
ramic view of the Falls taken by the Langenheim brothers of Philadelphia 
(fig. 55). 184 The most widely known early photos were the double-whole 
plate daguerreotypes that were taken by Jesse L. Whitehurst of Baltimore 
and exhibited in the American photograph section of the Crystal Palace 
exhibition in London in 1851. 

The first resident “daguerrean artist” at the Falls was Platt D. Bab¬ 
bitt (cat. nos. 6, 7). Established by 1853, 186 Babbitt who had a monopoly to 
photograph tourists on Prospect Point, set up his camera in a peak-roofed 
pavilion. Nearly all the photos of visitors in front of the American Fall 
that date from the mid-1850s were taken by his hand. Apparently, Bab¬ 
bitt’s camera was in position all day long and “when a group of visitors 
stood on the shore to survey the Falls from that point, he took the 
group—without their knowledge—and showed it to the visitors before 
they left.” 187 In nearly every instance, he made a sale. Not all Niagara pho¬ 
tos from the 1850s were snapshots of tourists. Many were aesthetically 
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Fig. 53. Ferdinand Richardt, Niagara Falls, 1856 
(cat. no. 143). United States Department of 
State, Diplomatic Reception Rooms, Washing¬ 
ton, D.C. 


Fig. 52. Godfrey N. Frankenstein, Niagara Falls 
from Goat Island, 1848 (ca. no. 86). Anonymous 
Loan. 


composed works: close-ups, winter views, and dramatic angles that com¬ 
municated the grandeur of the Falls. 188 

Among the most revolutionary photographic technologies perfected in 
the 1850s (at least in terms of its impact upon the public imagination) was 
stereoscopic photography. The stereograph was composed of two photos of 
the same subject taken from slightly different angles. When placed side 
by side on a cardboard mount in a hand-held optical viewer (known as a 
stereoscope), the two images fused into one. Since it approximated binocu¬ 
lar vision, a three-dimensional image resulted. No other single subject in 
the world was to be stereographed as frequently as Niagara Falls, 189 and in 
the last decades of the nineteenth century millions of mass-produced 
Niagara views were retailed throughout North America, Britain, and 
Europe. By 1860, there were ten resident photographers producing 
stereos 190 as well as numerous visiting free-lance cameramen. 

Stereographs of Niagara Falls and vicinity can be divided into two 
basic categories—picturesque and topographical. In the former, photogra¬ 
phers sought unusual or evocative vantage points in order to capture the 
cataracts’ scenic grandeur (fig. 56); in the latter, they took straightforward 
views that document buildings, bridges, tourist facilities, and dare-devil 
exploits (fig. 57). In the first category, aesthetic precepts comparable to 
those motivating painters influenced the selection of motif and view. 

The appearance of the inexpensive stereograph virtually destroyed 
the market for prints of the Falls, and large engravings and lithographs vir¬ 
tually disappear after the 1850s. One print to prevail against the rising 
tide of three-dimensional photos was the magnificent chromolithograph of 
Church’s Niagara (cat. no. 146). 
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Fig. 55. Frederick and William Langenheim, 
Panorama of the Falls of Niagara, 1845 (cat. no. 
126). Gilman Paper Company Collection, New 
York, New York. 



Fig. 54. N. M. P. Lerebours, Niagara, Chute 
du Fer a Cheval, 1841-43 (cat. no. 130). Buffalo 
and Erie County Historical Society, Buffalo, 
New York. 



Fig. 56. Charles Bierstadt, Looking Under the 
Falls Canada Side, Niagara, NY, late 19th century 
(cat. no. 35). Private Collection. 



Fig. 57. Edward and Henry T. Anthony, Clifton 
House, 1871—74 (cat. no. 4). Private Collection. 



Frederic Church reportedly visited Niagara Falls in August 1851, 191 
but his first documented sketching trip occurred in March 1856, at the 
end of an exceptionally severe winter. 192 On-site pencil, gouache, and oil 
studies reveal that although he pictured the cataracts from various conven¬ 
tional standpoints on the American shore, he was particularly impressed by 
the view of the Horseshoe and Terrapin lower from Goat Island at 
sunset (fig. 58). 

Church returned for a second and longer stay in early July 1856 and 
was back again for yet another sojourn in late August-early September. 
Unlike most of his contemporaries, he did not select one or more appeal¬ 
ing views and prepare finished sketches as models for studio canvases. 
Instead, as demonstrated by the numerous extant studies, he was inter¬ 
ested in details, aspects of the whole. 193 Only a handful of his sketches are 
self-sufficient works. In 1856, Church painted a small studio canvas of the 
Horseshoe Fall from the American side (Wadsworth Atheneum). It was his 
first attempt to represent the cataract’s liquid formations in a scientifically 
accurate fashion, recording how the river, in its downward plunge, under¬ 
goes dramatic alterations in density and color. In comparison to the extra¬ 
ordinary illusionism of the final composition, however, it is clear that the 
artist had yet to learn to mimic nature’s action. 

The single most important decision that Church faced in his New 
York studio was the selection of the viewpoint for his proposed large can¬ 
vas. He was familiar with many of his contemporaries’ works and doubt¬ 
less with the tradition of illustrating the Falls in general. In fact, he had 
already painted an ambitious composition twelve years earlier. As a stu¬ 
dent of Thomas Cole, Church produced a large Niagara Falls (cat. 
no. 44) based on his teacher’s famous A Distant View (see fig. 38). 

A small thumbnail drawing in the collection of the Cooper-Hewitt 
Museum represents the initial idea for Niagara's grand compositional 
design. A conceptual vision, rather than an actual view, it is an all- 
embracing representation taken from an astonishing point of view near the 
very brink of the western edge of the Horseshoe. Late in 1856, Church 
painted a panoramic oil study based on this design (fig. 59). Measuring 
twelve inches by thirty-five inches, it appeared to accomplish in a single 
cohesive image what generations of artists had tried to do in two or more 
pictures: not only is the local geography accurately recorded but the visi- 
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Fig. 58. Frederic Church, Niagara from Goat 
Island\ Winter, 1856 (cat. no. 45). Cooper- 
Hewitt Museum, Smithsonian Institution, New 
York, New York, (1917-4-765A). 



Fig. 59. Frederic Church, Niagara Falls, 1856 
(cat. no. 47). Private Collection. 


tor’s own psychological reaction is embodied in the close-up viewpoint. A 
New York critic reviewed the oil study in Church’s studio: “He has suc¬ 
ceeded in making the most comprehensive view of the Falls yet achieved, 
and . . . when transferred to a large canvas and finished, it will be the 
most satisfactory view of the cataract ever made.” 194 

Church, however, was dissatisfied with this pictorial solution and 
rejected it as a model. He may have determined that it was too compre¬ 
hensive and lacked both a structural cohesion and psychological focus. For 
whatever reason, Church decided to reorganize the basic design and in 
January 1857 painted a new compositional study (fig. 60). While retaining 
the same panoramic format of the previous work, this second oil sketch 
concentrated solely on the great sweep of the Horseshoe Fall. The small 
painting was reviewed in the February issue of The Crayon: 

Mr Church . . . exhibits a sketch of Niagara Falls ; which more fully renders 
the “might and majesty ” of this diff icult subject than we ever remember hav¬ 
ing seen these characteristics on canvas. The point of view is happily chosen , 
and its impressiveness seems to have been produced by ... a skillful subordi¬ 
nation of accessories; the eye is not diverted\ led away , as it were ; from the 
soul of the scene by the diffuse representation of surrounding features} 95 

In this second study, Church undertook a thorough re-vision of the 
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Fig. 60. Frederic Church, Study for Niagara , 
ca. 1857. (cat. no. 50). New York State Office 
of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation, 
Bureau of Historic Sites, Olana State Historic 
Sites, Taconic Region. 


subject, physically and psychologically. By centering his attention on the 
single motif of the Horseshoe Fall, he created a more unified design with 
greater visual force. The giant waterfall takes up fully three-quarters of 
the composition, giving the work a monumentality and cohesiveness that 
was lacking in the earlier study. The picture now represented the very 
essence of the Niagara experience—vast amounts of water in furious 
motion. No previous painter had dared to depict so little, yet represent 
so much. 

The final canvas was finished in April 1857 (see fig. 1). The pano¬ 
ramic proportions of the study were maintained but the viewpoint was 
raised slightly and the sky increased in size. In the left foreground, near 
the brink of the cataract, Church added a broken rainbow and a tree 
trunk. On the balcony of Terrapin Tower, he painted a female visitor: so 
minute, she remains almost invisible to all but the most observant. 

Her scale matches that of an actual visitor standing at the opposite edge of 
the real Horseshoe. 

Like the Falls, Niagara induced an experience of the sublime in all 
who saw it. The psychological experience differed only in degree. Funda¬ 
mental to the picture’s effectiveness was the elimination of a traditional 
foreground. Without a psychological barrier erected between him and the 
depicted scene, the spectator is propelled into Niagara" s fictive space and 
discovers himself suspended above the surging waters. It was a daring and 
highly effective strategy to involve the viewer emotionally. By deliberately 
dispensing with the conventions of the picturesque, Church created a new 
type of picture devoid of preconceptions. The terrifying yet exhilarating 
power of the scene was to be palpably felt for the first time. The viewer 
experienced the sublime before Niagara by willingly suspending disbelief. 
The painting was Niagara: the illusion of reality was so complete that it 
was easy to exclaim, as so many did, “this is Niagara, with the roar left outV ’ 
Central to its illusionism was the replication of the action of moving water 
—among the most difficult of subjects to represent. “To paint running 
water is always difficult,” noted the London Times, 

but when the running water is the expanse of a mighty river . . . hurrying to 
such a fall\ it may well be imagined what labor has been necessary . . . what 
patient mastery ... to leave the spectator impressed\ as by the astounding 
reality , with the abstract of motion and sound ! 196 

Niagara remains the finest depiction of liquid motion in western art. 

It is unsurpassed in its realistic representation of hydraulic forces. In an 
unequaled fashion, Church anatomized the river’s flow and recognized 
that outward appearances were the direct result of invisible energies 
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occurring beneath the surface. Other painters had looked at the Falls and 
seen bewildering action; Church, with his mind’s eye attuned to the inner 
life and logic of running water, looked and saw—and painted—the intelli¬ 
gible drama of natural history unfolding before him. No previous land¬ 
scapist had been as scientific in his approach to painting water. While 
Turner had understood the nature of hydraulic forces, his marine and river 
landscapes gave the impression of movement through texture. In Church’s 
Niagara water, not paint, is suggested. 197 

Its stunning illusionism notwithstanding, Niagara is a grand idealiza¬ 
tion. Not only is the viewpoint imaginary, but the actual shape of the 
painted cataract conformed to an abstract order that the artist firmly 
imposed on the entire twentv-four-and-one-half-square-foot surface. Its 
configuration was altered to fit the arbitrary dimensions of the panoramic 
canvas (the proportions of which are 1:2). The western profile of the 
Horseshoe in the immediate foreground was stretched dramatically so that 
it reached the great reentrant angle which Church placed at the right. 

This resulted in a surprisingly cohesive and elemental composition that is 
radically reductive and unadorned because the great curve of the cataract 
is the simple armature upon which the myriad details are elaborated. Yet 
that simplicity is deceptive; there is a rigorous system of internal organiza¬ 
tion that is highly complex. Throughout, the two-dimensional nature of 
the picture plane is stressed: the composition is comprised of two horizon¬ 
tal bands of sky and water, and there are a series of interlocking formal 
correspondences above and below the horizon line. At the same time, how¬ 
ever, the composition is developed in three dimensions. Insistent spatial 
recessions pull the imagination deep into illusory distance so that the eye 
is subconsciously directed not only across the face of the picture but far 
into its fictive depths. There is a primary point of focus though: as the 
eye sweeps across the plane and back into space, it comes back to rest on a 
specific spot—the notch on the lip of the cataract in the center of the 
painting. It is a point of rest and departure as the imagination makes its 
continuing journey of discovery. 

Niagara is a carefully edited vision of the Horseshoe Fall as seen and 
felt by a visitor who has achieved the final, resolution phase of the sub¬ 
lime, when feelings of fear have been transformed into uplifting peace. 
The sense of calm that pervades the picture is largely the result of the 
order and balance of the compositional arrangement, but it is also poeti¬ 
cally expressed in the image of a departed thunderstorm. The cumulus 
cloud on the horizon and the parted clouds above the waterfall reveal that 
a storm has recently passed. In its wake the rainbow, with its elevating 
associations of divine peace, reappears and the whole scene seems to 
sparkle with a renewed lustre. In the transition from storm to calm, the 
landscape, like the sublimed imagination, is spiritually transfigured. The 
cataract’s awesome sublimity has been converted into inspiring beauty. 

Charles Dickens’s response to the close-up view of the Horseshoe 
from Table Rock is perhaps the closest literary equivalent to 
Church’s Niagara. 

It was not until I came on Table Rock , and looked—Great Heaven , on what 
a fall of bright-green water!—that it [Niagara s vastness] came upon me in 
its full might and majesty. Then , when I felt how near to my Creator I was 
standing the first effect , and the enduring one—instant and lasting—of the 
tremendous spectacle , was Peace. Peace of Mind: Tranquillity: Calm Recollec¬ 
tions of the Dead: Great Thoughts of Eternal Rest and Happiness: nothing of 
Gloom or Terror. Niagara was at once stamped upon my heart ; an image of 
Beauty: to remain there ; changeless and indelible. . . . 198 
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Church’s painting is a satisfying representation of the mid-century’s 
transcendent re-vision of Niagara’s aesthetic character. In Niagara, as in 
contemporary meditations on the scene, the beautiful and the sublime 
have been conflated into a new order of grandeur: the “sublimely beauti¬ 
ful.” 199 The recognition of this inspiring mode of beauty was more a reli¬ 
gious than an aesthetic act: beauty and sublimity respectively represented 
divine love and the terrible wrath of God. 200 The juxtaposition of the rain¬ 
bow and the cataract in reality and in Niagara was a revelation that the 
“sublimity that bears token of God’s power” is always accompanied by the 
“beauty which testifies to his love.” 201 In few landscapes of the nineteenth 
century were divine benevolence and omnipotence displayed so effec¬ 
tively as in Church’s painting; in many quarters, Niagara was viewed as a 
religious work of art. One writer considered the picture a revelation of 
those beatific visions that foreshadow the “unseen beautiful.” 202 The 
painting was a representation of divinity as experienced in and reflected 
through Nature’s Grandest Scene. 

Like his contemporaries, Frederic Church interpreted his subject 
typologically. 203 In the 1850s, a material type was an “anticipatory, pro¬ 
phetic model” of something in heaven. 204 It was a natural phenomenon 
that functioned as a sign or emblem from God, prefiguring the divinely 
ordained future. Like the Old and New Testaments, the material and 
spiritual universes were envisioned by Church’s generation as analogous, 
paralleling one another. Like the Bible, natural scenery—or to use a meta¬ 
phor common to the period, the Book of Nature 20 ’’—was a living text 
rationally composed by the hand of the Creator for the instruction of man¬ 
kind. As Asher Durand put it in 1855, nature was “fraught with lessons of 
high and holy meaning.” 206 As the terrestrial world’s Grandest Scene, the 
most magnificent leaf in the “mystic volume” 207 of the Book of Nature, 
Niagara Falls surpassed all other landmarks in divine significance. As the 
finest depiction of the Falls, Church’s Niagara appropriated all of the 
scene’s biblical associations. 

In the Romantic age, Niagara Falls was regularly interpreted as a 
“type of the Eternal,” 208 an earthly manifestation of God’s unseen attri¬ 
butes. In 1852, the Reverend Henry Cheever wrote “we look at Niagara 
and we think of God—his attributes—his infinite power—his eternity— 
his incomprehensibility—and the unfathomableness of divine truth.” 209 
The force of the plunging waters was interpreted as analogous to divine 
wrath, while the beauty of the rainbows was perceived as a sign of His 
mercy. A popular guidebook of 1838 commented at length on the typologi¬ 
cal significance of the site, a significance that Church’s generation 
accepted unquestioningly. 

It seems to be the good pleasure of God, that men shall learn His Omnipotence 
by evidence addressed to the senses . . . and that there shall be on earth contin¬ 
ual illustrations of His mighty power . . . The floods of Niagara, by the maj¬ 
esty of their power and ceaseless thunderings ,; proclaim to the eye, and to the 
ear, and to the heart, the Omnipotence of God. ... In beholding this deluge of 
created Omnipotence, the thought, how irresistible is the displeasure of God, 
rushes upon the soul. It requires but little aid of the imagination to behold in 
this ceaseless flow of waters, the stream of His indignation, which shall beat 
upon the wicked, in the gulf below the eternal pit. . . . With these associations, 
all is dark, terrific and dreadful, till from the midst of this darkness and 
these thunderings, the bow, brilliant type of mercy, arises, and spreads its 
broad arch over the agjtated waters, proclaiming that the Omnipotence which 
rolls the stream is associated with mercy as well as justice . 21 ° 

The Eternal Rainbow of Niagara 211 was also viewed as typical of the 



Fig. 61. Frederic Church, Study for Under Niag¬ 
ara, 1858 (cat. no. 52). New York State Office of 
Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation, Bu¬ 
reau of Historic Sites, Olana State Historic Site, 
Taconic Region. 


covenant established between God and man in the aftermath of the Flood, 
and visitors to the Falls considered it suggestive of that “emblem of 
peace” 212 first seen by Noah. In 1843, John Quincy Adams declared the 
“promise-bow” 213 to be a constant “pledge of God that the destruction 
from the waters shall not again visit the earth.” 214 Standing next to the 
Sovereign of the World of Floods 21 ^—or in front of Church’s Niagara — 
the nineteenth-century traveler was imaginatively transformed into a mod¬ 
ern Noah, a witness to a regenerated earthscape, free from sin. 216 

Niagara was not only a “type of the Eternal” but a prophetic model of 
the American nation. Church captured not only the absolute spirit of the 
place but the expansive spirit of his age. Like its subject, the painting was 
representative of the nation’s collective aspirations. According to G. W. 
Curtis in 1855, Niagara Falls was “the grand, central, characteristic object 
of American scenery, the majestic symbol of unceasing life and irresistible 
progress.” Its waters were not only an “image of life but of that which 
makes life valuable—liberty.” 217 Curtis imagined the “eternal anthem” 218 
of the Falls as an inspirational voice “in the heart of the continent,” urging 
the nation onward: “the trumpet-like cataract . . . like a voice from 
heaven, [cries] aloud, FORWARD!” 219 Beyond the unbroken horizon line 
of Niagara , the spectator of 1857 sensed the vast space of the continent 
itself, waiting to be filled. 

In the words of the Home Journal in 1853, “the spirit of the age, the 
spirit of the nation should form the soul of the artist.” 220 Writing in 1859, 
the novelist and critic Adam Badeau declared that Church indeed caught 
the spirit of the times and “embodied it in his ‘Niagara.’” It was, he 
asserted, “the finest picture yet done by an American artist; at least that 
which is fullest of feeling.” 221 It was “a true development of the American 
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Fig. 63. Albert Bierstadt, Home of the Rainbow — 
Horseshoe Fall ’ Niagara, ca. 1869 (cat. no. 28). 
Mr. and Mrs. George Strichman. 


Fig. 64. Albert Bierstadt, Niagara Falls from the 
Canadian Side, ca. 1877 (cat. no. 31). National 
Gallery of Canada, Ottawa. 


mind; the result of democracy, of individuality ... of the liberty allowed 
to all.” 222 In the “rush of Church’s Niagara, . . . the fitful, easy, yet splen¬ 
did intensity of today” 223 was abundantly expressed. The painting was 
“the concretion, the result, of the influences of the present world.” 224 “In 
no other way,” Badeau concluded, “can one affect the world than ... in 
embodying thus its ideas.” 22 "’ In crystallizing the aspirations and beliefs of 
mid-nineteenth-century Americans, Church created a national icon which, 
like the subject itself, fused “in a single image ideas of American nature, 
American character, and American destiny.” 226 As a votive picture, Niagara 
was a revelation of American Genesis, a promise of spiritual regeneration 
in the here-and-now. As David Huntington has written, Niagara was a 
“cultural erasure, [an] icon for forgetting the past.” 227 Not only was it a 
composition that owed nothing to artistic conventions, it was a succinct 
representation of America’s “mythical Deluge which washes away the 
memory of an Old World so that man can live at home in a New World.” 228 
In front of Niagara , seemingly right before the “grand, central, characteris¬ 
tic object of American scenery,” the viewer of 1857 felt like a latter-day 
Noah, a New Man in a New World. 

Church’s interest in the Falls did not end with the completion of 
Niagara. In August 1858, he returned to the site for a month-long stay. 
Toward the end of his sojourn, he chartered the Maid of the Mist to take 
him to the very base of the Horseshoe Fall. No artist had dared venture so 
close, and the captain kept the steamer headed into the current for forty 
minutes while Church made a rough oil sketch. The small work (fig. 61) 
was the basis for his next Niagara canvas, Under Niagara (whereabouts 
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Fig. 65. Thomas Moran, Rapids above Niagara, unknown). Completed in “a single day of fervid and impetuous toil,” 229 in 

1885 (cat. no. 138). Donald and Kathryn Counts. May 1862, it measured four feet by six feet. It was immediately shipped to 

London where it was reproduced as a chromolithograph (cat. no. 145). If 
Niagara was a peaceful portrayal of the sublime as transcendence, Under 
Niagara was an exciting evocation of the terrible sublime. The cataract 
seems to pour out of the sky, almost overwhelming the viewer. 

Four years later, Church returned once more to the subject. Commis¬ 
sioned by the New York art dealer Michael Knoedler to paint another 
grand view of the Falls, 230 the artist reviewed his sketches and selected a 
detailed drawing of the vista from the vicinity of Prospect Point, which he 
made during July 1856. 231 The work was finished in March 1867. Entitled 
Niagara Falls, from the American Side (fig. 62), 232 it was among the largest 
he ever painted: it measures eight feet six inches by seven feet seven 
inches. Knoedler shipped the painting to London where, like Church’s 
other views of the scene, it was chromolithographed. Exhibited in a com¬ 
mercial gallery, it stunned Britons with its scientific accuracy. One critic 
commented that “future generations may come to this picture as a splen¬ 
did page of the world’s physical history, a true and faithful record of a 
great marvel.” 233 But Niagara Falls ; from the American Side is not, like Niag¬ 
ara, a symbolic representation of Nature’s Grandest Scene, but rather a 
spectacular depiction of the cataracts’ scenic splendor from a viewpoint 
long considered the most beautiful of all. It was to be the artist’s last 
ambitious portrayal of American scenery, painted on the eve of his first 
trip to the Old World. 234 

Church’s great rival in the 1860s and 1870s, Albert Bierstadt 
(1830-1902), was also greatly attracted by the subject of Niagara Falls. He 
first visited the site in the summer of 1869, staying with his famous 
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Fig. 66. Thomas Moran, Cave of the Winds ,, Niag¬ 
ara, ca. 1881 (cat. no. 137). Anonymous Loan. 



Fig. 67. George Barker, Niagara Falls, 1880s 
(cat. no. 18). Buscaglia-Castellani Art Gallery of 
Niagara University, Niagara Falls, New York. 

Dr. and Mrs. Armand J. Castellani Collection 


photographer-brother Charles who lived and worked in Niagara Falls, and 
returned on several occasions. 23 ^ Bierstadt painted numerous Niagaras 
— the exact number is unknown, but there are at least a dozen 
extant canvases. 236 

Few landscapists after the Civil War were to represent the Falls and 
their setting so variously. Some pictures were dramatic close-ups; others, 
distant views (figs. 63, 64); some epic visions; others, unaffected glimpses 
(cat. nos. 29, 32). Charles Bierstadt’s Niagara photographs may well have 
influenced his brother’s paintings. In numerous instances, there is a pho¬ 
tographic realism to the ragged cedar trees and broken rocks in the fore¬ 
ground. In other works, the foregrounds have been imaginatively arranged 
so that features such as fallen trees lead the eye diagonally into the middle 
distance, approximating the three-dimensional effects achieved with simi¬ 
lar devices in stereo views. None of Bierstadt’s Niagaras contain extra- 
aesthetic meanings: they remain visually interesting and often novel views 
of a much-painted scene. 

Thomas Moran (1837-1926), like Bierstadt, another celebrated 
painter of the natural wonders of the Far West, also painted Niagara 
Falls. 237 For the most part, his drawings and paintings focused on the enor¬ 
mous energy of the rapids, both above the Falls (fig. 65) and below, in the 
narrow gorge. In each case, the artist consciously strove to create pictorial 
effects that bordered on the theatrical. His views of the cataracts also con¬ 
centrate on the river’s vast hydraulic forces. The view of the American 
Fall from below Goat Island cliff was a favorite (fig. 66). Moran’s depic¬ 
tions of Niagara, executed in the 1880s, are the last pictorial images by a 
leading landscapist in which the rhetoric of the terrible sublime found 
full and imposing expression. 

In the aftermath of the Civil War, culture in America underwent a 
radical transformation. Out of the wreckage of the older order, a new and 
far more complex society emerged, one in which artistic values were dis¬ 
tinctly different. During the fourth quarter of the nineteenth century, 
American art abandoned its provincial character and became cosmopoli¬ 
tan. 238 ‘Art for Art’s Sake” replaced Ruskin’s “Truth to Nature” as the 
principal rallying cry as younger artists sought out the avant-garde in such 
distant art centers as London, Munich, and Paris. Imitation of nature, 
characteristic of the landscapes of the Hudson River School, was replaced 
by painterly techniques in which the process of artistic creation mattered 
as much, if not more, than subject. Moreover, Americans’ vision of nature 
was radically altered. No longer was landscape viewed as the Book of 
Nature, hallowed by divine grace. With the growing acceptance of the 
world view of Charles Darwin in the 1870s and 1880s, nature was increas¬ 
ingly secularized. 239 Its previous symbolic significance slowly faded. A 
new generation perceived Niagara’s dazzling rainbows as products of sun¬ 
light refracted through moisture, not symbols of God’s mercy and love. 

And the cataracts themselves, once terrestrial signs of divine wrath, were 
viewed as an extraordinary spectacle of hydraulic power capable of being 
harnessed for the production of electricity. 

After 1870, the number of Niagara paintings declined dramatically. In 
large measure, this was due to the collapse of the ideology of the sublime 
and a general shift of interest away from native landscape to new subject 
matter—the figure, history, and urban scenes. 240 Moreover, by the 1870s, 
the natural beauty of Niagara’s setting had been despoiled by decades of 
unrestricted commercial and industrial development. With the exception 
of Goat Island, the immediate neighborhood had become urbanized. Its 
very accessibility had ensured that Niagara Falls would be overrun by civil¬ 
ization. A visit to the Falls in the 1870s was in many ways an unpleasant 
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experience for, at every step, the tourist was harassed by organized bands 
of souvenir hawkers, carriage drivers, guides, and photographers. It was 
virtually impossible to escape them, and the number of upper- and 
middle-class tourists to visit the Falls began to decline. For those in search 
of the sublime and unspoiled natural grandeur, Yosemite, Yellowstone, and 
other wonders of the Far West beckoned. What Niagara Falls had been to 
the first quarter of the century, the spectacular scenery of the Rockies was 
to the last. 

But the features of the Falls did not go unrecorded during this 
period; the fourth quarter of the century proved to be the age of photogra¬ 
phy at Niagara. Photographers, such as Charles Bierstadt, George E. Cur¬ 
tis, George Barker, and, in the late 1890s, William Henry Jackson, 241 
continued the tradition of Church, Bierstadt, and Moran by producing dra¬ 
matic images in the spectacular mode (fig. 67). Jackson’s monumental col¬ 
ored photograph from the vicinity of Prospect Point (fig. 68), reminiscent 
of Church’s Niagara Falls ,; from the American Side , is the final expression of 
the grandiose rhetoric of the Hudson River School at Niagara Falls. 

Several important American artists of the period, however, did paint 
the Falls. In June 1878, European-trained William Morris Hunt (1824- 
1879), Boston’s leading portraitist, visited Niagara for a vacation. Orgi- 
nally, he had no intention of sketching the scene, but he was so impressed 
by the sight of the waterfalls and rapids that he immediately sent back to 
Boston for his painting materials. During his month-long stay, Hunt exe- 




Fig. 68. William H. Jackson, Niagara Falls from 
Prospect Point, ca. 1898-1908 (cat. no. 116). 
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 





Fig. 70. William Morris Hunt, Niagara Falls, 
1878 (cat. no. 110). Smith College Museum of 
Art, Northampton, Massachusetts. 


Fig. 69. William Morris Hunt, American Fall, 
Niagara 1878 (cat. no. 111). The Corcoran Gallery 
of Art, Washington, D.C. 


cuted a series of charcoal drawings and pastels as well as several oil 
paintings, of which The Rapids, Sister Islands, Niagara (cat. no. 112) is 
an example. 242 

Hunt’s vision of nature was post-Romantic. He was primarily con¬ 
cerned with representing the interaction of color and light, not evoking the 
sublime or suggesting the cataracts’ symbolic significance. His depictions 
are self-sufficient exercises in abstract design, bravura brushwork, and 
subtle coloration. The American Fall, Niagara (fig. 69) was his favorite. He 
referred to the powerfully painted work as the “brown Niagara” because 
of the somber red-brown sky that contrasts with the vivid emerald hues on 
the cataract’s brink and the opaline tints in the falling water and spray. 243 
The picture at Smith College (fig. 70) is the most innovative. It is an 
almost formless, close-up view of the Horseshoe in which the textured 
brushwork and delicate colors—not the waterfall—are the real subjects of 
the painting. Artistic technique, not the identity of the scene, is of para¬ 
mount importance. 

In the same month Hunt was painting at the Falls, he received a com¬ 
mission to decorate two lunettes in the New York State Capitol in Albany. 
One of the themes he originally intended to treat in his murals was Niag¬ 
ara Falls. Back in his Boston studio he executed two mammoth-sized can¬ 
vases: one was a version of the “brown Niagara” and the other, an equally 
large view of the Horseshoe Fall from the Canadian side that is clearly 
indebted to the design of Church’s Niagara. 244 In the end, however, he 
selected more conventional, allegorial subjects for his Albany murals. 

Another American artist who painted the Falls after 1875 was George 
Inness (1825-1894). Like Hunt, Inness arrived without his painting mate¬ 
rials but was so impressed by the scene that he was inspired “to get [his] 
impression of the falls down right away” and rushed to the Buffalo studio 
of an old friend where he demanded brushes, paints, and canvas. 245 His 
initial impression in 1881 was ultimately translated into a large studio can¬ 
vas. 246 It is an unusual work for Inness—a dramatic view of the Horseshoe 
Fall from the bank of Goat Island that includes an eagle evoking the sub¬ 
lime. A reviewer in 1884 found the painting “stirred the blood and fired 
the imagination” 247 —an expressiveness the artist’s usual views of pastoral 
scenery deliberately avoided. 

In all, Inness painted seven oils and one watercolor of Niagara 
between 1881 and 1893. 248 The composition that appealed to him the 
most, and one which he repeated on three occasions, was the view of the 
American Fall seen face on from the Canadian bank. The large version 
(fig. 71), like the others, displays a characteristically dematerialized land¬ 
scape in which there is no solidity to forms. Everything has been dis¬ 
solved in a lustrous atmosphere. Even the dark smoke from the Bath 
Island paper mill chimney is blended with the mists from the cataract to 
veil the landscape. Like the artist’s other late landscapes, it is a highly 
personal vision of nature. 249 The scene no longer contains a collective 
meaning; Inness’ picture is a private, subjective depiction. It is a quies¬ 
cent view that does not evoke the sublime but instead suggests an exclu¬ 
sive, hermetic experience. 

The last American artist to treat the subject of Niagara Falls in depth 
was John Twachtman (1853-1902). In the early 1890s, he was commis¬ 
sioned by a Buffalo physician, Dr. Charles Cary, to paint the scene. Even¬ 
tually, he produced a series of fourteen canvases. 250 The first of these was 
exhibited in 1894, the date traditionally given to all of them, but he is 
likely to have painted Niagaras from sketches or memory throughout the 
remainder of the decade. 
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Fig. 71. George Inness, Niagara Falls, 1893 
(cat. no. 115). Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture 
Garden, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, 


D.C. 



Niagara Falls was a most unusual subject for the impressionist 
Twachtman. Normally, he avoided such dramatic and spectacular scenes. 
His landscapes generally are intimate glimpses of rural scenery in and 
around his Connecticut country home. Often, he repeated the same motif 
at different times of day and season, seeking to evoke the variety of quiet 
moods aroused by changes in season and atmosphere. 

Twachtman’s compositions are highly abstract; forms are usually 
reduced to flattened shapes with sinuous outlines. Often, there is an Ori¬ 
ental grace to his works; colors are soft and pale, and brushwork is deli¬ 
cate. His Niagaras depict the gorge and Falls from below, traditionally the 
most awesome of vantage points. Yet instead of exciting views that suggest 
the cataracts’ vast size and power, his pictures are intimate, subjective 
impressions of color and light. Like Hunt’s and Inness’ paintings, they are 
first and foremost works of art, not views of a celebrated natural wonder. 

Twachtman concentrated on a close-up view of the Horseshoe Fall 
from below, first illustrated by Alexander Wilson in 1810, which he 
painted in summer and winter (figs. 72, 73). 251 In these works, all sugges¬ 
tions of sublimity are absent: the immense wall of thundering water that 
had terrified and thrilled generations of tourists has been transformed into 
a diaphanous veil of luminous color. Twachtman’s delicate representations 
offer an elusive conclusion to the artistic encounter with Niagara’s gran¬ 
deur begun two centuries before. 


Fig. 72. John H. Twachtman, Niagara in Winter, 
ca. 1894 (cat. no. 156). The Mew Britain 
Museum of American Art, Connecticut. 
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Fig. 73. John H. Twachtman, Niagara Falls ; 1894 
(cat. no. 157). National Museum of American 
Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 
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by Elizabeth McKinsey 


An American Icon 


When settlement began in the American colonies in Jamestown and Ply¬ 
mouth, Niagara Falls was already known to Europeans. Readers of Samuel 
de Champlain’s Voyages (1604) learned that Indians going upstream from 
Lake Ontario “pass a fall, somewhat high and with but little water flowing 
over. Here they carry their canoes overland about a quarter of a league, in 
order to pass the fall, afterwards entering another lake.” The 1632 edition 
added a map that included “Falls at the extremity of [Lake Ontario], very 
high, where many fish come down and are stunned.” 1 The Falls are nei¬ 
ther named nor described—Champlain did not visit the cataract, and it 
would be nearly a half century more before Father Louis Hennepin would 
write the first eyewitness European account—but Niagara lore had already 
begun to take shape. Remote and exotic (deep in Indian territory), associ¬ 
ated with anecdotes (carrying canoes), astonishing (it stunned fishes and 
would stun many visitors), it was already a tall tale (“very high”). It 
seemed to epitomize the exotic wondrousness that the New World repre¬ 
sented to Europeans. 

Champlain’s brief mention was quoted throughout the seventeenth 
century, and most subsequent maps of the New World included some ref¬ 
erence to “Onguiara Sault” or to the portage around it. After Hennepin’s 
A New Discovery of a Vast Country in America published the first engraving 
of the cataract in 1697 (see fig. 2), the image was adapted again and again 
for prints disseminated all over Europe. This “prodigious frightful fall” 
was considered, “of its kind, . . . the greatest phenomenon in nature.” 2 
Although most early explorers to the Falls sought to present factual, scien¬ 
tific accounts, their reports invariably broke out of measured, rational 
prose into exclamations of amazement at Niagara, larger and more tumul¬ 
tuous a waterfall than they had ever imagined. 

Hennepin stretched the truth drastically, of course, in estimating the 
height of the Falls at 500 or 600 feet, but even at its actual height of about 
160 feet, its volume of water was so astounding and its wilderness setting 
so remote that Europeans seemed capable of believing anything reported 
about it. Frangois Gendron, a doctor accompanying the Jesuits, never saw 
the cataract, but repeated (1644-45) Indian claims that magical “petrified 
spray” could be found at its base. “Rebounding from the foot of certain 
large rocks in that place,” the water “forms a stone, or rather a petrified 
salt, of a yellowish color and of admirable virtue for the curing of sores, 
fistules, and malign ulcers.” 3 When Oliver Goldsmith described Niagara 
more than a century later in his History of the Earth and Animated Nature 
as “the greatest, and the most astonishing ... of all the cataracts in the 
world,” his superlatives were reasonable enough. But he concluded by 
saying, “It may easily be conceived, that such a cataract quite destroys 
the navigation of the stream; and yet some Indian canoes, as it is said, 
have been known to venture down it with safety.” 4 This he reported 


83 



Fig. 75. Unidentified, A View of the Fall of Niag¬ 
ara from Gentleman's Magazine , February 1751 
(cat. no. 204). The New-York Historical Society, 
New York, New York. 


without any trace of irony; it seems he believed it. 

Champlain’s map mentioned the great numbers of dead fish found at 
the base of the Falls; subsequent writers created their own fish stories. An 
“infinite Number of Fish take great Delight to spawn here,” according to 
The Four Kings of Canada account of 1710. In 1721 Paul Dudley reported 
hearing of an eighty-six pound trout caught at the Falls, which he was 
“rather inclined to believe, on the general rule, that fish are according to 
the waters.” 5 

Benjamin Franklin found the extravagance of so many such stories 
worthy of parody. In London in 1765, he wrote his own fish story, spoofing 
English newspaper reports of America; he cited 

the Account\ said to be from Quebec ; in the Papers of last Week, that the 
Inhabitants of Canada are making Preparations for a Cod and Whale Fish¬ 
ery this Summer in the Upper Lakes. Ignorant People may object that the 
Upper Lakes are fresh , and that Cod and Whale are Salt-water Fish; But let 
them know. Sir, that Cod, like other Fish, when attacked by their Enemies, fly 
into any Water where they think they can be safest; that Whales, when they have 
a mind to eat Cod, pursue them wherever they fly; and that the grand Leap of 
the Whale in that Chace up the Fall of Niagara is esteemed by all who have 
seen it, as one of the finest Spectacles in Nature! 6 

Such a satire suggests how credulous the English were about a place that 
did seem incredible. 

Of course, neither cod nor whales were found at the Falls, but other 
exotic flora and fauna were, which were incorporated into pictures and ver¬ 
bal accounts of Niagara to reinforce its uniqueness. Hennepin pointed out 
the tall pines that surrounded the cataract and that are so prominent in the 
print (fig. 75) accompanying Peter Kalm’s letter in the Gentleman s Maga¬ 
zine (1751). He also remarked upon the rattlesnakes that would be so terri¬ 
fying to subsequent visitors to the Falls. Eighteenth-century accounts 
filled out the picture with majestic bald eagles soaring above the abyss and 
exotic Indians surrounding it. 
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Fig. 76. Heinrich Fuessli, Vue du Cataract de 
Niagara , au Pais des Iroquois ; ca. 1776 (cat. no. 
88). Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, Canada. 


Indians were great natural curiosities in London and they played an 
especially prominent role in eighteenth-century engravings of Niagara. 
Even the many prints derived from the Hennepin view, which showed 
only astonished Europeans gesticulating beside the Falls, almost invari¬ 
ably included aborigines. For example, one engraving (1783) by an artist 
named Metz depicts an Indian guide gesturing toward the cataract, “show¬ 
ing” it to his European companions. Even more striking is the solitary 
native American in the etching by H. Fuessli (fig. 76); dressed in full 
exotic regalia, he is an exact replica of the Indian best known in London at 
the time—the one in the foreground of Benjamin West’s sensational The 
Death of General Wolfe (1770). 7 All three images by Thomas Davies, too, 
include Indians (see figs. 5-7). In his obvious attempt to create realistic 
depictions of the scene (and correct the gross errors of the Hennepin 
view), Indians were of course a realistic documentary touch. But more 
important, they were a symbol of the New World and helped reinforce the 
Americanness and wondrousness of Niagara when included in its pictures. 
In Davies’s An East View of the Great Cataract of Niagara, the two emphati¬ 
cally exotic Indians in the foreground are strongly connected to the scene 
iconographically; the rainbow, drawn so heavily that it is more like the 
edge of a plate than an illusion of light and water, spans the entire cataract 
and ends just at the feet of the Indians, a bridge uniting them to this 
unique wonder of nature. 

These are peaceful, even contemplative Indians, but the weapons 
many of them carry (the spear in Davies’s Niagara Falls from Below, the 
gun in Fuessli’s print) remind the viewer that they had once been actual 
enemies in the French and Indian War. Hence they also symbolize the 
wildness and real dangers of the place. In literature Oliver Goldsmith joins 
the Indian and Niagara in The Traveller, or a Prospect of Society (1764), not 
only to locate an isolated exile but also to epitomize the dangers of the 
American wilderness. Describing the tragedy of land enclosure in Great 
Britain, the poet laments the consequent forced emigration of so many. 

Forc'd from their homes, a melancholy train, 

To traverse climes beyond the western main; 

Where wild Oswego spreads her swamps around, 

And Niagara stuns with thundring sound. 

Even now, perhaps, as there some pilgrim strays 
Through tangled forest, and through dangerous ways; 

Where beasts with man divided empire claim, 

And the brown Indian marks with murderous aim; 

There, while above the giddy tempest flies, 

And all around distressful yells arise, 

The pensive exile, bending with his woe, 

To stop too fearful, and too faint to go, 

Casts a long look where Englands glories shine, 

And bids his bosom sympathize with mine . 8 

The poet binds the wandering refugee to himself and therefore to civiliza¬ 
tion, England, and safety through sympathy and sets off this group against 
the alien matrix of Niagara, the tangled forest full of wild beasts, and the 
Indian. 

The other image most often associated with Niagara’s dangers was the 
rattlesnake. First noted by Hennepin, this fearful reptile inhabited the 
area in great numbers until after 1800 and made the descent to the base of 
the Falls especially perilous. Most eighteenth-century adventurers to that 
lower region of the cataract mentioned the snakes in their travel accounts, 
no doubt to augment their readers’ respect for their bravery in making the 
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Fig. 77. Unidentified, An Emblem of America, 
1800 (cat. no. 172). Print Collection, The New 
York Public Library, New York, New York. 


descent. Edy’s engraving after George Fisher’s Falls of Niagara shows men 
confronting a prodigious rattler in the foreground (see fig. 11). 

Finally, the eagle, which flourished in the area around the Falls until 
the nineteenth century, was strongly associated with the cataract. Thomas 
Davies’s majestic specimen dominating his Niagara Falls from Above (see 
fig. 7) is the most prominent example in the graphic arts; written 
accounts, too, abound in soaring eagles. Writers seemed particularly 
intrigued by reports that birds, usually eagles, became enchanted by the 
rainbows or the spray of the Falls and were drawn into the falling water 
and drowned. As one visitor explained, 

It is said also that birds which fly over the fall are drawn into it in spite of 
themselves, by the force of the air I am not sure of this fact , which, however, is 
not lacking in probability, since there is often seen there a rainbow which seems 
strongly to attract the birds who direct their flight into it, where they become 
confused and drenched, lacking strength to ascend . 9 

The Kalm print (see fig. 75) shows such birds schematically flying in lines 
toward the brink of the Falls. Their enchantment would seem to be a 
metaphor for human fascination with the Falls. 

Grandiose of themselves, the Indian, rattlesnake, majestic pines, and 
eagles underlined the grandeur of Niagara. When depicted together they 
not only emphasized the exotic New World location of the cataract, but 
they also reinforced its sublimity. Unique American features, they were 
also powerful symbols of the awe they inspired; emblems of American 
nature, they were also symbols of the sublime. 

When the Colonies declared their independence, then, and sought to 
establish a new sense of national identity, Americans looked in large part 
to their most unique resource, the American landscape, and these natural 
symbols took on new nationalistic meaning. The image in the exhibition 
that most obviously illustrates this development is the mezzotint An 
Emblem of America, after a print published by P. Stampa in London in 1800 
(fig. 77). One of four allegorical depictions of the four continents (a very 
popular genre in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europe), the image 
also served as a memorial for George Washington who had died the previ¬ 
ous year. A female figure, Columbia, obviously prosperous and happy, 
leans on Washington’s gravestone, a sign of her dependence on and grati¬ 
tude to the founder of the nation, while she holds a United States flag 
with an eagle superimposed on it. And there in the background is the 
familiar image of Niagara Falls adapted from the Hennepin print. With 
wild pine trees beside it and two natives in front, the Falls represents the 
American land where Columbia will act out her destiny. Not just a unique 
natural curiosity, it is now a symbol for a unique polity. 

The other foreground figure bears examination. A little Indian boy, 
also leaning against Washington’s gravestone, looks like the putto or 
cherub from classical painting and may be an attempt to elevate the print 
to higher art. But he also suggests several possible meanings. Does he too 
offer homage to Washington and so represent a hopeful (and doomed) feel¬ 
ing that the American Indian can be absorbed into a functional civic rela¬ 
tionship with the American government? Or do the odd look of terror and 
perhaps awe and resignation in his eye and his gesture towards Columbia 
mean that he acknowledges subjugation? It seems significant that he is so 
small, a relatively helpless child, and Columbia so large and powerful; the 
modern viewer cannot miss the irony of the implied mother-child relation¬ 
ship in the image. Yet this is hindsight; in 1800 natural and national 
impulses seemed congruent. 
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Fig. 78. John James Barralet, Science Unveiling the 
Beauties of Nature to the Genius of America, 1814. 
The New York Public Library, New York, 

New York. 


The predominant mood here is optimism. By simultaneously present¬ 
ing the grave, the vigorous young female, and the child, the artist objecti¬ 
fies the idea of time passing into futurity; individuals die but life goes on. 
Columbia’s centrality and amplitude imply fertility and hopes for poster¬ 
ity. Niagara Falls, otherwise a seemingly timeless image of God’s everlast¬ 
ing power or a window backward on vast ages of geologic history, here 
takes on the nation’s futurity and represents the natural arena where the 
United States will achieve prosperity. 

In a number of vernacular adaptations of this print, including fig. 74, 
the female figure is usually humanized and modernized, transformed from 
a classical goddess to a buxom girl carrying a liberty cap. The patriotic 
iconographical elements reappear: the flag with an eagle superimposed 
(and in at least one version, a rattlesnake on the canton 10 ), Washington’s 
tomb, and Niagara Falls in the background. Niagara’s function as national 
symbol in these prints is underlined by the fact that the rattlesnake, the 
eagle, and the pine tree, long associated with the Falls, had achieved offi¬ 
cial symbolic status during the War for Independence. The rattlesnake, 
which symbolized vigilance because it has no eyelids, served as a warning 
Don’t Tread on Me on patriot flags; the pine tree also appeared on revolu¬ 
tionary flags to represent strength and long life; and the eagle was desig¬ 
nated the national bird in 1784. Although Niagara never received official 
recognition as America’s preeminent natural wonder, it was an obvious 
unofficial emblem of the new nation. 

John James Barralet’s Science Unveiling the Beauties of Nature to the 
Genius of America (1814) includes Niagara Falls in a similar allegorical com¬ 
plex of images (fig. 78). A seated female, America, with liberty cap and 
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pole is surrounded by a compendium of plants and animals unique to the 
New World: the familiar eagle, rattlesnake, and beaver, as well as a moose, 
sunflower, and an array of gourds, alluding to the active enterprise of bota¬ 
nists, zoologists, and ornithologists in America. An Indian woman and her 
papoose indicate the beginnings of interest in ethnology or anthropology, 
and Niagara Falls, presiding in the background, symbolizes the geological 
revelations of the new continent. In the foreground, Science, whose wings 
indicate her sublime, deific powers, unveils a four-breasted beauty, repre¬ 
senting the abundance of Nature. Edward Hicks’s The Falls of Niagara (see 
fig. 36), with its similar array of birds and beasts, is a nonallegorical image 
of the same ideas of national uniqueness and promise. 

Writers, too, appropriated Niagara for nationalistic purposes. The 
most popular Niagara poem during this period, Alexander Wilson’s “The 
Foresters: A Poem; Descriptive of a Pedestrian Journey to the Falls of 
Niagara, In the Autumn of 1804,” presents its subject (and indeed itself) 
as a patriotic enterprise. 

Come roam with me Columbia's forests through, 

Where scenes sublime shall meet your wandering view; 

Deep shades magnificent , immensely spread\ 

Lakes, sky-encircled, vast as ocean's bed, 

Lone hermit streams that wind through savage woods, 

Enormous cataracts swoln with thundering floods; 

The settler's farm with blazing fires o'erspread, 

The hunter's cabin and the Indian's shed, 

The log-built hamlet, deep in wilds embraced, 

The awful silence of th' unpeopled waste: 

These are the scenes the Muse shall now explore, 

Scenes new to song, and paths untrod before f 

It is fitting that the goal of the journey should be Niagara Falls, America’s 
most sublime scene. 

Wilson wrote his poem in the early nineteenth century during a great 
surge of literary and artistic nationalism. American artists were exhorted 
to use American materials to create a new American art. “Do not our vast 
rivers, vast beyond the conception of the European, rolling over immeas¬ 
urable Space,” asked the orator opening the Pennsylvania Academy of the 
Fine Arts in 1810, “with the hills and mountains, the bleak wastes and 
luxuriant meadows through which they force their way, afford the most 
sublime and beautiful objects for the pencil of Landscape?” 12 Why should 
Americans look to Europe for inspiration, “while their own country can 
boast of more attractive” and inspiring scenery? “What is more sublime,” 
asked one writer in 1807, 

than the Highlands of the North River: what more awfully tremendous than 
the cataract of Niagara: what more romantick than the vale of Lebanon: what 
can surpass the solemn and majestick gloom of the distant mountains, the pen¬ 
sive and soothing silence of the groves, the pastoral simplicity of the cottagers, 
or the wild luxuriancy of the meadow? 13 

As Thomas Cole, who is credited with beginning the Hudson River tradi¬ 
tion of American landscape painting, asserted, 

the painter of American scenery has, indeed, privileges superior to any other 
All nature here is new to art. No Tivolis, Terms, Mont Blancs, Plinlimmons ; 
hackneyed and worn by the daily pencils of hundreds; but primeval forests, 
virgin lakes and waterfalls, feasting his eye with new delights, . . . hallowed 
. . . for his own favored pencil. 14 
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Moreover, as DeWitt Clinton implied, in his 1816 address at the 
infant American Academy of Fine Arts, American art with American sub¬ 
jects would not only be unique and original, but better than European. 

Can there be a country in the world better calculated than ours to exercise and 
to exalt the imagination—to call into activity the creative powers of the mind\ 
and to affordjust views of the beautiful\ the wonderful\ and the sublime? 15 

Early American artists such as Vanderlyn or Trumbull, then, who went to 
Niagara to paint its likeness (see figs. 12, 14), had patriotic as well as com¬ 
mercial motives, and viewers of their paintings understood them as 
national icons. 



If American nature was grander and more sublime than that in the Old 
World, and if it would inspire new, even greater art and literature, it would 
also nurture a new American character. In contact with “oceans, moun¬ 
tains, rivers, cataracts, wild woods, fragrant prairies, and melodious winds, 

. . . the mind swells into something of the colossal grandeur it admires.” 
Thus at Niagara, “the soul, expanded and sublimed, is imbued with 
a spirit of divinity, and appears, as it were, associated with the Deity 
himself.” 16 The natural sublime would produce a corresponding moral 
sublimity. 

Accordingly, many of the writers on the War of 1812 attributed Ameri¬ 
can valor to the influence of American nature. Richard Emmons, for exam¬ 
ple, in his epic The Fredoniad, or Independence Preserved (1827), compared 
the Americans’ efforts at the Battle of Niagara to Michael’s combat on the 
plains of Heaven in Milton’s great Paradise Lost, but the very type of 
American valor was “The Isle, that separates Niagara’s flood, / Scowling 
defiance.” 17 John Neal, in The Battle of Niagara (1818), implied that our sol¬ 
diers were inspired to special bravery in the proximity of the cataract, and 
Joseph Rodman Drake made the connection quite explicit in his poem 
“Niagara” (1836). 


Fig. 79. Robert W. Weir, Sa-go-ye-wat-ha (Red 
Jacket), 1828. The New-York Historical Society, 
New York, New York. 


The green sunny glade ; and the smooth flowing fountain, 
Brighten the home of the coward and slave; 

The flood and the forest, the rock and the mountain, 
Rear on their bosoms the free and the brave. 


Niagara, he announced in stirring martial rhythms, will produce for Amer¬ 
ica young heroes of “bold bearing, / Pride in each aspect and strength in 
each form, / Hearts of warm impulse and souls of high daring,” ready for 
any threat to the homeland. He concluded his patriotic anthem with an 
apostrophe to Niagara. 

Then pour thy broad wave like a flood from the heavens, 

Each son that thou rearest, in the battle's wild shock, 

When the death-speaking note of the trumpet is given, 

Will charge like thy torrent or stand like thy rock. 

Let his roof be the cloud and the rock be his pillow, 

Let him strike the rough mountain, or toss on the foam, 

He will strike fast and well on the field or the billow. 

In triumph and glory for God and his home! 1 * 

At least one Indian chief seemed proof of this theory. Sa-go-ye- 
wat-ha, or Red Jacket, was an aged Seneca leader at the end of a long 
career of resistance to and negotiation with whites when Robert Walter 
Weir painted his portrait in 1828 (fig. 79). Assuming a low perspective, 
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placing his subject in a dignified, classical pose, and clothing him in full 
traditional regalia, Weir created a noble, heroic image. The stark, sublime 
background (Niagara Falls to his right, a streak of lightning in the sky, 
rugged rocks beside him, a snake curled around them), Red Jacket’s very 
high forehead (a sure sign of sublime oratorical powers according to the 
then popular pseudoscience of phrenology), and the medallion around his 
neck (presented to him in 1792 by George Washington, it depicts the two 
of them concluding a treaty) all underline his sublimity of character. 

George Washington plays a prominent role in another work of art of 
about the same period that links the grandeur of Niagara Falls with the 
morally sublime qualities of a hero. The Spy (1821) by James Fenimore 
Cooper, known as the first truly American historical novel, reaches its cli¬ 
max at the Falls. A story of the American Revolution, its title character and 
true hero is a patriot peddler, Harvey Birch, who is both spy and coun¬ 
terspy. The locals believe him to be working for the British and so ostra¬ 
cize him, but his true employer is none other than General Washington, 
who is disguised as the heroic, somewhat mysterious character Harper. No 
one in the book ever realizes that Harper is Washington, but the reader is 
never deceived. 

One passage in particular, when Harper pauses to remark on nature, 
reveals Cooper’s conviction that the American land is sign and support of 
the American hero. In a marvelous evocation of the moment after a storm 
passes, just before twilight, he describes 

a glorious ray of sunshine lighting the opposite wood. The foliage glittered with 
the checkered beauties of the October leaf reflecting back from the moistened 
boughs the richest lustre of an American autumn. . . . 

“What a magnificent scene!” said Harper, in a low tone; “how grand! 
how awfully sublime!—may such a quiet speedily await the struggle in which 
my country is engaged\ and such a glorious evening follow the day of her 
adversity /” 

Frances . . . saw him standing bare-headed\ erect , and with eyes lifted to 
Heaven. There was no longer the quiet which had seemed their characteristic ; 
but they were lighted into something like enthusiasm, and a slight flush passed 
over his features} 9 

In this moment Washington recognizes the fusion of natural sublimity and 
national promise; his aesthetic sense and patriotism are subsumed in a 
form of worship. As he pauses in reverence, God and nature reciprocate, 
inspiring in him the enthusiasm of sublimity and by implication infusing 
him with courage and stamina to carry on his heroic endeavor. 

The relationship between the American hero and American nature is 
made even more explicit and more democratic in the final chapters of the 
book. The major plot ends in the next to last chapter in a final interview 
between Harper and Birch in which the general offers to pay the spy for 
his indispensable, heroic services. Birch refuses, however, much to the 
patrician’s surprise; he professes only patriotic motivation. At this, 
Washington—and the reader—realizes Birch’s true moral heroism. We 
have watched him expand emotionally and even physically while the 
general first speaks to him, in a description reminiscent of Washington’s 
sunset: 

During this address, Harvey gradually raised his head from his bosom, until 
it reached the highest point of elevation; a faint tinge gathered in his cheeks, 
and, as the officer concluded, it was diffused over his whole countenance in a 
deep glow, while he stood proudly swelling with his emotion. 20 


Now, refusing the gold, he assumes his full moral stature as the heroic 
equal of Washington, both by association and by the general’s own 
acknowledgment: “That Providence destines this country to some great 
and glorious fate I must believe, while I witness the patriotism that per¬ 
vades the bosoms of her lowest citizens.” In fact, Birch’s moral credit 
seems even greater than his commander’s, for it must go unacknowledged 
before the world; political imperatives dictate that the spy’s patriotism 
must never be revealed, while Washington would be nearly deified as his 
country’s savior. “I am known as the leader of armies,” he reminds the 
spy, “but you must descend into the grave with the reputation of a foe to 
your native land.” 

Not until thirty-three years later, in the final chapter, is Birch’s true 
character revealed as he receives his virtual apotheosis. The action in this 
epilogue occurs in 1814 during the next war with Britain, overlooking 
Niagara Falls. At one level it is simply a device for Cooper to tie all his 
loose ends together—two young American officers turn out to be the sons 
of the principal characters in the body of the novel, and their conversation 
reveals that all have lived happily and prosperously “ever after.” But at a 
more important level, this is Cooper’s credo on the heroic American in his 
natural setting. His rhetoric in describing the young officers imbues them 
with the power and beauty of the cataract they gaze upon, and when Har¬ 
vey Birch happens upon them (convenient coincidence!) and recognizes 
them as their fathers’ sons, he exclaims, “’Tis like our native land! 
improving with time—God has blessed both.” 21 

The most heroic association with nature, however, Cooper reserves 
for Birch in the grand climax of the book. The British suddenly attack, 
and one of the casualties is Harvey Birch, fallen in some unidentified cou¬ 
rageous act. The young captain finds him with a saintly countenance, a tin 
box clutched to his breast. Inside is a note from Washington, written dec¬ 
ades earlier, attesting to Birch’s unsurpassed and unrequited patriotism, a 
fitting eulogy for the fallen hero who has “died as he had lived, devoted to 
his country, and a martyr to her liberties.” While Washington was associ¬ 
ated with a glorious sunset, the spy finds his grave at Niagara Falls, the 
most appropriate resting place for the American hero. 

Andrew Jackson’s election to the presidency in 1828 seemed to vali¬ 
date such a democratic vision of American heroism; the literature of Jack¬ 
sonian America abounds with similar associations between Niagara and 
democratic characters. One example from the popular literature is a lank 
Vermonter named Forbearance Smith, nicknamed Job, in Inklings of Adven¬ 
ture (1836) by N. P. Willis. “The angular outline of his gaunt figure, 
stretching up from Table Rock in strong relief against the white body of 
the spray,” is linked with the power of the Falls. 22 He proves himself wor¬ 
thy of the association on his excursion to the base of the cataract. A beauti¬ 
ful lady companion is suddenly stranded when a rocky ledge crumbles, 
but Job throws himself across the abyss as a human bridge for the young 
lady (and then waits patiently for the guide to return with a rope to 
retrieve him!); it is an incredible act of heroism. And in fact, Job is a 
comic character, finally a player in a tall tale whom neither Willis nor the 
reader takes quite seriously. 

But parody is possible here simply because the assumption that Amer¬ 
ican character would be as grand as the landscape (Niagara) was so wide¬ 
spread. During the 1830s and 1840s such popular faith soared to its 
heights; it was part and parcel of the political belief in America’s future 
that became known as Manifest Destiny. It seemed fulfilled in such great 
statesmen as Daniel Webster and John Calhoun. Not surprisingly, they 
were described again and again by analogy to Niagara Falls. Calhoun, for 


91 


example, was “the cataract, the political Niagara of America . . . dashing 
and sweeping on, bidding all created things give way, and bearing down, 
in his resistless course, all who have the temerity to oppose his onward 
career.” 23 Webster’s forehead was thought to look like Niagara and his 
intellect was as awesome; “the difference between his head and those of 
common men” was the same as that which “exists between the giant of 
waters and minor cascades.” Emerson extolled “the natural grandeur of his 
face and manners” and said that “he alone of all men does not disappoint 
the eye & ear, but is a fit figure in the landscape.” Talking with him was 
like going behind Niagara Falls. 24 

This period marks the high point, also, of faith in the grandeur and 
power of American artistic inspiration. When Melville first read Haw¬ 
thorne he thought of the sublimity of the American continent. “The smell 
of young beeches and hemlocks is upon him; your own broad prairies are 
in his soul; and if you travel away inland into his deep and noble nature, 
you will hear the far roar of his Niagara.” 25 Whitman would be even more 
specific, in his 1855 preface to Leaves of Grass, about the sources of the 
American poet’s inspiration. He is to be as large as the American land: 

He incarnates its geography and natural life and rivers and lakes. Mississippi 
with annual freshets and changing chutes, Missouri and Columbia and Ohio 
and Saint Lawrence with the Falls [that is, Niagara—Whitman places it in 
the larger water system] and beautiful masculine Hudson, do not embouchure 
where they spend themselves more than they embouchure into him . 26 

American poetry would be a natural outpouring, as powerful and sublime 
as Niagara itself. 


Before the painter Thomas Cole embarked on an extended study tour to 
England, Italy, and France in 1829, he decided to take a quick trip to 
Niagara Falls. “I cannot think of going to Europe without having seen 
them,” he wrote to his patron. 2/ After he was in London he painted a 
number of paintings of the Falls and published a widely disseminated 
engraving of it (see fig. 38). That Cole read a very explicitly nationalistic 
meaning into the Falls is clear from a poem he wrote on the spot during 
his 1829 visit. After noting the glorious rainbow (“a far excelling iris”), 
with all its implied symbolism of God’s blessing and promise, he remarked 
the “ages untold” during which the Falls thundered unheard in the wil¬ 
derness, unheard 


Until an enterprise sublime unbarred 
The mighty portals of the golden west 
And midst its teeming fulness thou wast found 
Majestic in the wilderness enthroned . 28 

For Margaret Fuller, too, Niagara served as the portal of the West; it 
was at the Falls that she made her first stop on her pilgrimage to the west¬ 
ern frontier in 1843, and it is with the Falls that she begins her book, Sum¬ 
mer on the Lakes (1844), about the journey. Both book and journey proved 
to be double explorations: moving backward in time from Boston gentility 
toward the frontier and aboriginal Indian culture to the roots of the Ameri¬ 
can land and society, she also projects forward through rapid settlement 
toward a shining, prosperous future. 29 This was the decade of Manifest 
Destiny, when American public faith in its future ran high. Former Presi¬ 
dent John Quincy Adams, visiting Niagara in the same year as Fuller, was 
left speechless by overwhelming feelings of sublimity at the power of the 


waterfall and the beauty of the rainbow, “a pledge from God to mankind.” 
The reference is biblical, of course, but he interprets it as particularly 
American as well; in a speech on the spot he reminds his countrymen that 
“You have what no other nation on earth has. At your very door there is a 
mighty cataract—one of the most wonderful works of God.” 30 As James 
Fenimore Cooper said in his late novel The Oak Openings, “the celebrated 
cataract of Niagara [is a] signal instance of the hand of the Creator,” a sig¬ 
nal specifically of his special favor for America. 31 

Perhaps the most resounding declaration of nationalism read into 
Niagara is in a sermon given at the Falls by the famous sailor-preacher, 
Father Edward T. Taylor, from the seamen’s bethel in Boston. “After you 
have seen Niagara,” he intoned, 

all that you may say is but an echo. It remains Niagara, and will roll and 
tumble and foam and play and sport till the last trumpet shall sound. It will 
remain Niagara whether you are friends or foes. So with this country. It is the 
greatest God ever gave to man; for Mam never had the enjoyment of it; and\ 
if he had he could not have managed it. It is our own. God reserved it for us, 
and there is not the shadow of it in all the world besides . 32 

Such use of Niagara as an emblem for the power of the United States 
was commonplace in the decades before the Civil War. Its vast gushing 
waters were read as a symbol of liberty; its rainbow, a sign of unique des¬ 
tiny. It was therefore the perfect image for Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s 
character, Mr. Hathaway, in the novel Kavanaugh (1849), when he 
expounds the need for a national literature (in classic terms, harking back 
to the beginning of the century and forward to Whitman): 

“We want a national literature commensurate with our mountains and 
rivers—commensurate with Niagara, and the Alleghanies, and the Great 
Lakes! 

“We want a national epic that shall correspond to the size of the coun¬ 
try; that shall be to all other epics what Harvards Panorama of the Missis¬ 
sippi is to all other paintings—the largest in the world! 

“We want a national drama in which scope enough shall be given to our 
gigantic ideas, and to the unparalleled activity and progress of our people! 

“In a word, we want a national literature altogether shaggy and 
unshorn, that shall shake the earth, like a herd of buffaloes thundering over 
the prairies /” 

To achieve such a goal, Mr. Hathaway proposes a new national literary 
magazine, to be called, appropriately enough in his terms, The Niagara.^ 
Another character, Mr. Churchill, however, disagrees with Hathaway 
and insists that “A man will not necessarily be a great poet because he 
lives near a great mountain. Nor, being a poet, will he necessarily write 
better poems than another, because he lives nearer Niagara.” And when he 
hears that the new magazine is to be called The Niagara, he undermines 
Hathaway’s patriotic faith with his ironic response: “Why, that is the 
name of our fire-engine! Why not call it The Extinguisher?” Hathaway 
responds politely, “That is also a good name; but I prefer The Niagara, as 
more national.” 34 Hathaway voices the predominant belief in American 
destiny, political and cultural, and Niagara’s role in it, but Longfellow has 
also introduced doubts about it; why should Niagara conjure golden 
images of the future any more than it should utilitarian images of water for 
fighting fires or generating power? And how are we to be sure that such a 
magazine would not do more to extinguish good literature than to promote 
it? Or that Niagara-inspired literature would be greater than any other? Of 
course Longfellow is careful to put such doubts into a comic character’s 
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mouth (a character who himself has never produced the great romance 
he keeps promising), but the debate reveals a tension underlying the 
national faith. 

Most Americans who breathed doubts about Niagara’s patriotic mean¬ 
ing, however, did so in more limited ways. The most common, but usually 
glossed over, problem they saw was that the Horseshoe Fall, larger and 
grander by all standards, was not in the United States at all, but in Canada. 
As one poetic scribbler in the Table Rock Album confessed, “My pride was 
humbled, & my boast was small/ For Englands King has got the fiercest 
Fall!” 35 Not surprisingly, British visitors such as Fanny Trollope delighted 
in such a comparison, but even late in the century, Americans such as Wil¬ 
liam Dean Howells could complain that 

my patriotism has always felt the hurt of the fact that our great national cata¬ 
ract is best viewed from a foreign shore. There can be no denying, at least in a 
confidence like the present , that the Canadian Fall\ if not more majestic ; is 
certainly more massive ; than the American. I used to watch its mighty wall of 
waters with a jealousy almost as green as themselves, and then try to believe 
that the knotted tumble of our Fall was finer . 36 

The most ingenious solution to this problem appeared in an anony¬ 
mous piece in the Knickerbocker Magazine in 1843. Without denying that the 
British Fall was indeed superior, this writer nevertheless predicted a 
change in the future. 

One idea impressed me strongly, while enjoying this triumph of Nature's eccen¬ 
tricities; that the Canada Fall was to the American as Great Britain to the 
United States. Both of the same majestic pattern, equally lofty, created by the 
same stream, and side by side; but the former more powerful, more irresis¬ 
tible, more overwhelming; while the latter possesses another kind of beauty, 
less angry, less furious, less threatening, but yet grand and magnificent, and, 
take away the other fall, incomparable. 

But Britain’s government and character had begun to decay, while America 
was still “the figure of aspiring, expanding youth.” “The Canadian Fall,” 
the writer continues, “can gain nothing by the wearings of time. It can 
have no larger proportion, no higher ledge; but on the other hand, some 
shifting rock, some rupture in the bed of the river above, may direct the 
larger share into the American channel, and the relative character of the 



Fig. 80. Jasper Cropsey, Niagara Falls from the 
Foot of Goat Island, 1857 (cat. no. 56). Museum 
of Fine Arts, Boston, Massachusetts. 
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Fig. 81. Albert Bierstadt, Niagara Falls, ca. 1880 two be reversed.” 37 Although his prediction has proven absolutely wrong 

(cat. no. 32). Sewell C. Biggs Collection. geologically (the American Fall is now littered with rocky debris at its base 

while the Horseshoe Fall still falls in a single powerful bound), his patriot¬ 
ism would have seemed to many Americans to be borne out by the next 
century of political history. 

Only occasionally do we hear a dissonant note in the swell of national¬ 
istic hymns to Niagara. Most striking is “The Fugitive Slave’s Apostrophe 
to Niagara” of 1841, a critique of American government rather than a pan¬ 
egyric. Here, as a literal obstacle between the slave and freedom in Can¬ 
ada, the cataract is revealed to represent only “BASTARD FREEDOM.” 
The tumult of the Falls symbolizes the “maddening passions in the bond¬ 
man’s breast”; his voice joins with Niagara’s thunder to shout a curse on 
slavery and a call for retribution that reads, to the retrospective eye, like a 
fiery prophecy of the Civil War. At the same time, however, the slave nar¬ 
rator reads the cataract’s true meaning as the type of the human spirit, 
whether black or white, “chainless and strong forever.” While this poem 
condemns slavery and the America that harbors it, then, it still embodies 
the same values of liberty and power in the Falls as do the more uncritical 

• • "iQ 

patriotic paeans. 

The visual images of the 1840s and 1850s seem entirely positive. 
Replete with rainbows, with all their connotations of God’s special prom¬ 
ise and protection (e.g., pictures by Cropsey and Church; fig. 80); suf¬ 
fused with almost mystical clear light (Kensett’s and Bierstadt’s paintings; 
fig. 81); emphasizing the power and the grandeur of the Falls or its tre¬ 
mendous variety and beauty, most of the paintings show visitors contem¬ 
plating the Falls, climbing up or down or out to various vantage points, 
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Fig. 82. George Inness, Niagara Falls, 1884 
(cat. no. 113). The Montclair Art Museum, New 
Jersey. 


Fig. 83. John H. Twachtman, Niagara Falls, 
ca. 1894 (cat. no. 158). Mr. and Mrs. Raymond 
Horowitz. 
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absorbing it or “doing” it in the latest tourist modes. But they rarely show 
a darker side. If a thunderstorm is depicted, it has yielded to a beneficent 
sunshine, as in Frederic Church’s great Niagara (see fig. 1). The flood is 
over, the rainbow has appeared, and one is reminded of the clearing sun¬ 
set that Harper (that is, George Washington) witnessed in Cooper’s novel 
The Spy and read as so full of national promise. 

Church’s massive canvas was the culmination of all these images. 
Exhibited in New York in 1857, it was lionized. Thousands paid their 
twenty-five cents and stood in line to see it. Reviewers hailed it as the 
first painting to do the impossible; “the eye that could command the hand 
has seen [the cataract] at last” and the Falls in all its variety of effect and 
feeling was finally captured on canvas. Critics were “for the first time, sat¬ 
isfied that even this awful reality is not beyond the range of human imita¬ 
tion.” Said another, “Mr. Church came and saw and conquered.” 39 When 
the picture was exhibited at the Universal Exposition in Paris in 1867, it 
was known simply as The Niagara. As such, it represented not only the 
most grandiose scene on the American continent but the triumph of a 
mature American art. When W. W. Corcoran bought it for $12,500 in 1876 
for his new art gallery, he paid the highest price yet to be commanded by 
an American painting. Depicting the vast vitality of American nature, and 
by implication of the American nation, the picture had itself become an 
American icon. 


After the Civil War, however, with its unprecedented carnage, and the dis¬ 
illusionment of the failure of Reconstruction and the orgy of capitalist 
expansion and corruption that followed, faith in a divinely ordained 
national destiny could not remain so unequivocal. As Americans con¬ 
quered the land, spanned it with railroads, harnessed its rivers for indus¬ 
try, and fed its forests to the voracious iron horses, they could no longer 
“read” nature as a sublime and sacred trust. Writers turned from grand, 
epic explorations of nature and national destiny, such as that in Melville’s 
Moby-Dick, to more circumscribed, realistic, or comic treatments of every¬ 
day life in cities or small towns, as in the fiction of William Dean Howells 
or Mark Twain. And painters who began their careers after the war 
eschewed the large public pictures to which Church and his contempora¬ 
ries had devoted their energies, “withdrawing their allegiance from the 
Hudson River, the Falls of Niagara, the Rocky Mountains ... to seek the 
humbler intimacy that Nature permits to us.” 40 No longer conveying any 
particular meaning attached to nature, whether patriotic or deific or what¬ 
ever, they were often not even concerned with nature at all but merely 
with the process of painting itself. Hence the pictures of Niagara painted 
late in the century by George Inness (fig. 82) or William Morris Hunt or 
John Henry Twachtman (fig. 83) are marvelous tour-de-forces of color and 
painterly technique, but they are not at all concerned with conveying the 
contours of the scene, much less any meaning it might hold. They are 
impressionistic, personal visions. 

If there was no longer any meaning inherent in the cataract, then it 
could mean anything to anybody. A vivid illustration of this realization is 
in an engraving published in Harper s Weekly in 1873 called Niagara Seen 
with Different Eyes (fig. 84). The numerous figures arrayed around the 
Falls—a sailor, a businessman, a poet, an artist, a honeymooning couple 
(with the “timid brideling’s” eyes averted), John Bull, an Indian—suggest 
every possible response. The accompanying poem enumerates, “Eyes of 
practical possession, eyes of wonder, eyes of pleasure,/Eyes of fancy deep 


97 


and dreamy, eyes of toil and eyes of leisure.” 41 The meaning one might 
read is a function of one’s own attitude and condition. Any single meaning 
would seem to be merely arbitrary. 

Post-Civil War literature about Niagara Falls leads to the same conclu¬ 
sion. In his novel Esther ( 1884), Henry Adams turns the honeymoon con¬ 
vention on its head by taking his heroine to the Falls to decide not to 
marry in order to maintain her independent selfhood, and he offers several 
directly contradictory interpretations of the cataract’s significance. The 
artist character sees its mythic resonance and thinks of Zeus, while the 
skeptical scientist compares it to a “big, rollicking Newfoundland dog.” 
Esther’s best friend, Catherine, sees the Falls as a “woman, and she is as 
self-conscious this morning as if she were at church. Look at the coquetry 
of the pretty curve where the water falls over, and the lace on the skirt 
where it breaks into foam! Only a woman could do that and look so pretty 
when she might just as easily be hideous.” The title character, however, 
insists that “it is not a woman! It is a man! No woman ever had a voice 
like that!” 42 We can choose any interpretation we like, it would seem. 

In a sketch on “Niagara” (ca. 1871), Mark Twain parodies earlier con¬ 
ventions for viewing the Falls and undermines the extravagant claims 
made for its significance. The heroic association with Indians, he shows, 
has deteriorated into commercial exploitation by museum proprietors and 
souvenir vendors (fig. 85); moreover, he exposes even the remaining 
token Indians as frauds perpetrated against tourists—they are not Indians 
at all but mercenary Irish immigrants. Recalling eighteenth-century fish 
stories, he asserts that Niagara’s “opportunities for fishing are not sur¬ 
passed in the country.” 

Because ; in other localities,\ certain places in the streams are much better than 
others; but at Niagara one place is just as good as another, for the reason that 
the fish do not bite anywhere ; and so there is no use in your walking five miles 
to fish, when you can depend on being just as unsuccessful nearer home. The 
advantages of this state of things have never heretofore been properly placed 
before the public ; 43 

In another humorous sketch “The First Authentic Mention of Niag¬ 
ara Falls: Extracts from Adam’s Diary” (1893), Mark Twain specifically 
inverts earlier meanings of promise and prosperity read in the Falls. 
Focusing not on the rainbow but on an obvious, but previously ignored, 
metaphoric interpretation of the waterfall itself, he plays on the pun of the 
Falls and the Fall of Man. Placing the Garden of Eden at Niagara, he 
shows the original honeymoon to have been “no honeymoon.” Adam is 
continually annoyed with Eve. “This new creature with the long hair is a 
good deal in the way. It is always hanging around and following me about. 

I don’t like this; I am not used to company. I wish it would stay with the 
other animals.” But it is Eve who instinctively names things correctly: 

“she continues to fasten names on to things that don’t need them and 
don’t come when they are called by them, which is a matter of no conse¬ 
quence to her, she is such a numskull, anyway.” 44 On the second day 
recorded, Adam writes, “Been examining the great waterfall. It is the fin¬ 
est thing on the estate, I think. The new creature calls it Niagara Falls— 
why, I am sure I do not know. Says it looks like Niagara Falls. That is not a 
reason, it is mere waywardness and imbecility. I get no chance to name 
anything myself.” Several days later he laments, 

The naming goes recklessly on, in spite of anything I can do. I had a very good 
name for the estate, and it was musical and pretty — GARDEN-OF-EDEN. 
Privately, I continue to call it that, but not any longer publicly. The new crea- 



Fig. 84. Arthur Lumley, Niagara Seen with Differ- ture says it is all woods and rocks and scenery , and therefore has no resem- 

Stapies &°ch arles^Wash^gto^ U L^c ^ 1873 blance to a garden. Says it looks like a park , and does not look like anything 

but a park. Consequently , without consulting me it has been new named— 
NIAGARA FALLS PARK. This is sufficiently high-handed, it seems to me. 
And already there is a sign up: KEEP OFF THE GRASS. 

My life is not as happy as it was. 45 



Fig. 85. Unidentified, Goat Island Bridge, late 
19th century (cat. no. 180). Private Collection. 


By mocking the stereotypical image everyone carries of Niagara (“it looks 
like Niagara Falls”), the commercial hype that surrounds it (“the first 
authentic mention”), and the extent to which it has been domesticated 
into scenery, as well as the honeymoon convention, Twain indicates its 
loss of power. The Fall of the Falls foreshadows the eating of the apple 
that Adam then goes on to describe. 

If the creation of the park at Niagara marked the Fall of American 
nature for Twain, it was meant to redeem it by its supporters. A magnet for 
tourists from the earliest years of the century, the cataract was by the 
1860s surrounded by hawkers, guides, museums, stairways, vantage 
points, hotels, refreshment stands, photographers, carriages, and curiosi¬ 
ties—all for a price (see fig. 51). It was in sore need of redemption. Even 
the writer in Picturesque America (1874), a lavish giftbook that sought to 
demonstrate that America’s “wildest and most beautiful scenery” was 
more various and charming than that of the Old World, and so tended to 
cast a picturesque haze over the scenes described, found nothing to praise 
in Niagara’s surroundings. “The villages that now crowd about its vicinity 
have no recommendations on the score of fine taste. . . . Niagara, it must 
be confessed, resembles a superb diamond set in lead. The stone is per¬ 
fect, but the setting is lamentably vile and destitute of beauty.” Human 
rapacity had all but destroyed America’s greatest natural wonder. “In no 
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quarter of the world is the traveller fleeced as at these falls; he cannot 
take a single glance at any object of interest without having to pay dearly 
for it.” 46 

Henry James deprecated the “horribly vulgar shops and booths and 
catchpenny artifices” surrounding the Falls and compared them to “one of 
those sordid foregrounds which Turner liked to use, and which may be 
effective as a foil.” But he insisted on the incomparable beauty of the 
waterfall itself. “The perfect taste of it is the great characteristic. It is 
thoroughly artistic and, as the phrase is, thought out. . . . The genius who 
invented it was certainly the first author of the idea that order, proportion 
and symmetry are the conditions of perfect beauty.” As his title Portraits 
of Places suggests, it seems that James is describing a picture rather than a 
real place. It is a masterpiece, set off and protected by James’s language as 
if it is a painting in a museum. 47 

James here does in prose what Frederick Law Olmsted and his col¬ 
leagues sought to do in fact: to preserve Niagara’s wonders for those who 
could appreciate them. Or as James himself put it, we should “isolate it as 
much as possible and expose it to no ignoble contact.” Using the example 
of the Yosemite Valley and Yellowstone National Park, set aside as public 
preserves in 1864 and 1872 respectively, the New York State Legislature 
finally created the Niagara Falls State Reservation in 1885. 

There were some like Twain who disdained the picturesque regula¬ 
tion of the park and the human molding of the scene into scenery, and 
some might be disturbed at the profound shift in balance between wilder¬ 
ness and civilization on the American continent from the beginning of the 
nineteenth century to the end. From “Nature’s Nation,” a polity whose 
special destiny seemed guaranteed by its vast untouched natural wonders, 
had grown an urban, industrial, capitalist nation that had run rampant over 
the continent, using natural resources rapaciously and saving only the most 
grandiose remnants of nature at the last minute. 48 

Yet the great icon of American nature was saved from further destruc¬ 
tion and private exploitation. To some degree at least, its surroundings 
were even restored by tearing down buildings and replanting trees and 
shrubs. And, whatever its limitations, the park preserved Niagara as a 
national symbol. In the surge of nationalism at the end of the nineteenth 
century, poets again addressed Niagara as a “national emblem!” One 
poem from 1889 by Douglas Sladen, celebrating the United States’ rise to 
become a world power, concludes with these lines: 

America Niagarized the world. 

Europe, a hundred years agone, beheld 
An avalanche, like pent-up Erie ; hurled 

Through barriers, to which the rocks of eld 
Seemed toy things—leaping into godlike space, 

A sign and wonder to the human race , 49 

A few years later, Benjamin Copeland was even more Utopian when he 
addressed Niagara, saying, “With power unrivalled thy proud flood shall 
speed/The New World’s progress toward Time’s perfect day.” 50 Surely 
none today would claim that Time’s perfect day has arrived, but such 
hopes persist, at least in our political rhetoric. And if most Americans tend 
to take the Falls for granted, it still attracts its hundred thousand honey- 
mooners each year, and international visitors still regard Niagara as an 
essential American sight to see, a national icon to be experienced. 
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Niagara Falls; 

MUSEUM. 

Near Table Rock. 

The Proprietor, most grateful for the liberal support he has 

received from the Ladies and Gentlemen visiting the Falls, begs leave most respectfully to announce to them, 
that his collection has undergone an entire alteration this Spring, and a numerous variety of fresh specimens have 
been added to the rooms, the arrangement of which gives the highest satisfaction to the most learned from all 
parts of the world. The GALLERIES arc classically arranged with the rarest and finest specimens the Country 
can produce. The Collection contains 

AN ENTIRE FOREST SCENERY, 

Arranged with such taste as to display the nature of every object *, exhibiting most ol the native Birds and Animals, with 
their nests and young ones *, and showing the voracity of others when seizing their prey. In this splendid collection of natural 
and artificial curiosities will be found upwards of five thousand interesting specimens, principally collected in this vicinity *, and 
it must be gratifying to visitors to become acquainted with the Birds, Quadrupeds, Reptiles, Fish from Lakes Ontario and Erie, 
Lake Shells, Insects, Plants, Minerals, Indian Curiosities, &c. that are found in this part of America, including the finest speci¬ 
mens of the Bald Eagle, with all the Falcon order, an extensive variety of rare and beautiful specimens ol the Duck and Di¬ 
ver tribe, a great Family of Owls, and a vast variety of other species of rare and fine-plumacred Birds 

UVADRirPEDi, 

Comprising the IMoo.se (the largest species of the Deer tribe,) a white Virginia Deer, a Pied Deer, with a large specimen of 
the common color, the Lynx, Wild Cat, Red and Grey Wolves, many different varieties of Foxes, Porcupines, Oppossums, Ot¬ 
ters, Beavers, Marmots, skunks. Racoons, Muskrats, and a great variety ol Hares and Rabbits, Martins or Sables, Ermines 
Squirrels of all colors, radiated Moles, White Rats, Mice, &c. 

RATTLE SNAKES, AND A NUMBER OF BIRDS AND ANIMALS. ALIVE. 

Some very interesting skeletons the Eagle, Humming Bird, Rattle Snake, Ducks. Divers, Birds and Animals, of various 
kinds. Many singular deformities *,—a calf with a large protuberance from the head, a Lamb of the same nature, a Chicken with 
four legs, and one with four legs and four wings, a Goslin with four legs,and many deformities of the Deer’s Horn. Bark of trees 
worn by the natives in different parts of the world. Fine specimens of the saw of the sawfish, and sword of the Swordfish ; 
jaws of a Shark, the Whip of a Sea Spider. A number of different species of Foreign Fish. 

A rich collection of Roman, Greek, Egyptian and Polish Coins, some of them upwards of three thousand years old. 

A numerous variety of rare and beautiful Birds, Animals, Reptiles, Sea Shells, Minerals, Fossils, Indian Curiosities, &c. from all 
parts of the world , among which are worthy of notice, a fine specimen of the Barbary Lion, the largest ever imported to this 
country, a Jackal, (the Lion’s Provider,) the Glutton, Civet, Antelope or Gazelle, Agouti, Coatimondi, Leopards, Badger, Duck¬ 
billed Platipus, the Alligator, and Crocodile, from the river Nile, Greenland Dug, various kinds of Monkies, Seal, Guana, Green 
Lizard, the Boa or Ox berpent. 

Also some of the most beautiful of the Feathered race *,—the Argus Pheasant, Himalaya Pheasant, the Horned Pheasant, 
English Pheasant, Pied Pheafcant, Pencilled Pheasant, White Grouse, Black Grouse, Wood Grouse, Red Grouse, the Ostrich, 
Lyre Bird, Bird of Paradise, Toucans, Macows, Cockatoo, Parrots, Penguin, and Albatross which measures 12 feet across the 
wings, with a numerous variety of interesting objects, both Native and Foreign. 

Visitors will find the best general view of the Falls from the verandah of the Museum. 

BIRDS, INSECTS, MINERALS, CANES, INDIAN CURIOSITIES, ETC., FOR SALE. 

The following extract, written by a scientific gentleman (Professor Silliman, of Yale College , U. S.% is from the Register kept at the Museum, and bears date 
Niagara Falls, Sept. 13th, 1838 :—“I take the liberty to say, that l have been greatjy delighted with this Museum, arranged and prepared as it is, with science, taste 
and skill. In my judgment, it richly deserves encouragement, and adds an important feature to the attraction of this most interesting region.” 

The Museum will be open nil hours through the day.—Admittance 25 cents, children half price. 

THOMAS BARNETT. 
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by John F. Sears 


Doing Niagara Falls 
in the Nineteenth Century 


Fig. 86. Niagara Falls Museum Near Table 
Rock, broadside, 1840s. Library of Congress, 
Washington, D.C. 


No natural phenomenon by itself seems adequate to constitute a tourist 
attraction. Every tourist attraction is a stage upon which some human 
activity takes place or once took place. Niagara Falls is no exception. The 
guidebooks are full of accounts of incidents that occurred there. But the 
human activity that came to characterize the Falls the most was tourism 
itself; few other places in the world became so closely identified with 
sightseeing. 

Even before the opening of the Erie Canal in 1825, Niagara Falls had 
become the preeminent American tourist attraction. It soon became the 
major stop on the American Grand Tour, which encompassed the Hudson 
Highlands, the Catskills, Lake George, the Erie Canal, Niagara, the 
White Mountains, and the Connecticut Valley. In addition, the Falls 
became the most popular destination for honeymooners (fig. 87) and 
attracted people from all sections of the country and abroad (figs. 88, 89). 
Most pre-Civil War tourists were well-to-do, but with the advent of cheap, 
rapid train travel and the growth of the middle classes, tourism became 
increasingly democratic. Niagara Falls emerged as a national and interna¬ 
tional gathering place where people could not only escape their daily rou¬ 
tines but step out of their social positions and occupations and mix with 
people from different classes. Whatever the Falls symbolized to tourists, 
the act of visiting them became one of the primary rituals of democratic 
life in nineteenth-century America. 

Niagara Falls ceased to be merely a spectacular natural phenomenon 
as early as the 1820s. It became, instead, a natural phenomenon constantly 
observed by groups of tourists (see fig. 22). Although an artist might imag¬ 
ine the Falls stripped of its trappings as a tourist attraction, no visitor 
could avoid a consciousness of his fellow tourists or the souvenir shops, 
guides, and other manifestations of the tourist trade. As a result, the ideas 
and physical structures that governed the relationship between the Falls 
and the tourists who visited them in the nineteenth century are of special 
importance. The ideas tourists brought with them, the physical structures 
controlling their experiences, and the revision of those structures in the 
1880s by those intent on saving the Falls from commercial and industrial 
desecrations reveal the meaning of Niagara Falls as a tourist attraction. 

By far the most important idea nineteenth-century tourists brought to 
Niagara Falls was the paradigm for the emotional experience of the sub¬ 
lime. Edmund Burke’s A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of 
the Sublime and Beautiful was, in effect, the first guidebook to the Falls, for 
it provided a prescription for the emotions that grand objects were sup¬ 
posed to evoke. By the time the Erie Canal brought the first large influx 
of tourists to Niagara, Burke’s description of the experience of the sub¬ 
lime colored every description of the Falls. The accounts of travelers, like 
Timothy Dwight, and the early guidebooks are full of Burkean rhetoric 
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Fig. 87. G. S. Reinhart, Their Bridal Tour—at Ni¬ 
agara Falls from Harper s Weekly, September 29, 
1888. Harvard College Library. 



Fig. 88. Page from Bath Island Register, July 25, 
1857 (cat. no. 251). Local History Department, 
Niagara Falls, New York, Public Library. 


about the astonishing height, enormous volume, stupendous force, and 
eternal sound of the Falls; they describe in detail the overpowering effect 
these qualities had on the mind of the spectator: “Crowding emotions 
swell the bosom; thoughts that defy utterance, fill the mind. The power 
and presence of the Almighty seem fearfully manifest. You gaze, and 
tremble as you gaze!” 1 

This reverent response to Niagara was reinforced by nineteenth- 
century American tourists who sometimes regarded themselves as pil¬ 
grims. Such a notion reflects the evolution of tourism out of the 
pilgrimage and is found in both serious and ironic form in Hawthorne, 
Twain, and James. Hawthorne, for example, speaks of himself as a pilgrim 
in My Visit to Niagara , buys what he calls a pilgrim staff from an Indian 
souvenir shop and approaches Niagara as if it were a religious shrine. 2 

The belief that visiting the Falls was a religious experience and a 
recapitulation of the soul’s journey through life necessarily carried with it 
another idea: the Falls had a moral effect on the spectator. As Caroline Gil¬ 
man wrote, “I felt the moral influence of the scene acting on my spiritual 
nature, and while lingering at the summit alone, offered a simple and 
humble prayer.” 3 

This vision of Niagara Falls as the most sublime and beautiful of 
God’s creations, an object that would have a profound moral influence on 
the spectator, was certainly very powerful in the nineteenth century. Even 
the most ordinary tourist must have been aware of this image since it per¬ 
meated guidebooks, travel literature, paintings, and prints. But we cannot 
assume that the ordinary tourist stood in awe-struck wonder before Niag- 
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Fig. 89. Page from Prospect House Autograph 
Book (cat. no. 252). Local History Department, 
Niagara Falls, New York, Public Library. 


ara, humbled by the power of God, or felt that he had become a better 
person through the moral influence of the Falls. This ideal response to the 
Falls was promoted by America’s cultural elite and foreign visitors like 
Dickens, but there is ample evidence, even in the literature which 
embodies this view, that many tourists encountered the Falls on less 
exalted terms. Despite the rhetoric of the sublime, nineteenth-century 
tourists appear to have been as susceptible as twentieth-century sight¬ 
seers to boredom and irreverence. 

Educated people thought they ought to feel uplifted in the presence 
of the Falls, but it was inevitable that many people did not respond with 
the full Burkean intensity. Burke’s description of the sublime was diffi¬ 
cult to live up to and often led to disappointment, a word that appears in a 
remarkably high percentage of visitors’ accounts and guidebooks. For the 
worshipers of Niagara, disappointment could be regarded as a stage in the 
visitor’s apprehension of the true wonder of the Falls. When travelers 
found themselves unmoved at first, it supported the widespread assertion 
that knowing the Falls required several days—often a week. Initial disap¬ 
pointment would give way to appreciation, even ecstasy, if the visitor took 
the time to contemplate the magnificent sight. This process resembled 
the pattern of religious conversion so familiar to nineteenth-century Amer¬ 
icans. In My Visit to Niagara , for example, one of the most sensitive and 
perceptive accounts of visiting the Falls, Hawthorne casts his whole expe¬ 
rience in terms of a spiritual progress that closely parallels the conversion 
experience. His initial feelings of unworthiness and insignificance are 
replaced first by a period of struggle and contemplation and finally by an 
exhilarating sense of the sublimity of the Falls. “[T]he beholder,” he con¬ 
cludes, “must stand beside [Niagara] in the simplicity of his heart, suffer¬ 
ing the mighty scene to work its own impression.” 4 

But disappointment did not always end in ecstatic recognition of 
Niagara’s sublimity. Some of the tourists who recorded their observations 
in the albums kept at Table Rock during the first part of the nineteenth 
century mouthed the usual platitudes about the grandeur of Niagara and 
its moral influence, but others expressed a mischievous desire to undercut 
the worshipful pose of the pilgrims and reduce the Falls to the practical 
or trivial: 


The roar of the waters! sublime is the sound 

Which forever is heard from the cataract's steep! 

How grand! how majestic! how vast! how profound! 

Like the snore of a pig when he’s buried in sleep! 5 

More important than the subversive responses of some tourists, how¬ 
ever, was the commercial nature of tourism, which the sublime to some 
extent masked, but in a fundamental sense, supported. Tourism was one 
of the earliest activities in which consuming could be enjoyed as an end in 
itself rather than an effort to obtain necessities. This was probably 
because the aesthetic and moral motives associated with the contemplation 
of the sublime provided a justification for tourism as diversion in a society 
still devoted to the work ethic. The sublime promised spiritual experience 
and moral improvement, but it contained within it an invitation to treat 
grand natural scenery purely as spectacle. Niagara did not always satisfy 
the tourists’ appetite for astonishment, but the sublime raised consumer 
expectations, and the private individuals who owned Niagara Falls until 
the 1880s and the writers promoting the Falls made every effort to deliver 
the goods. 

The land around Niagara Falls is exceedingly flat. Visitors usually 
approached Niagara along the American or Canadian shore at the top of the 
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Fig. 91. George E. Curtis, "Rock of Ages" and 
Whirlwind Bridge—Cave of the Winds, late 19th 
century (cat. no. 65). Private Collection. 
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Fig. 92. George E. Curtis, Terrapin Tower, 
ca. 1856-73 (cat. no. 62). Private Collection. 



Terrapin Tower. 



Fig. 90. William H. Bartlett, Niagara Falls. 
Illustration from the book, American Scenery: 
or, Land, Lake and River. . . by Nathaniel P. 
Willis (cat. no. 213). The New-York Historical 
Society, New York, New York. Photograph cour¬ 
tesy Picture Division, Public Archives of Canada 
C-466680. 


Falls, which makes a much less awesome first impression than Yosemite or 
even Mount Washington. Marketing the Falls as spectacle posed the prob¬ 
lem of how to increase its appearance of height, power, and danger. The 
proprietors built staircases and walkways to take visitors to the foot of the 
Falls, behind the Horseshoe Fall to Termination Rock and behind the 
American Fall to the Cave of the Winds. They also erected a tower with a 
wooden walkway over the rapids on Terrapin Rocks at the edge of the 
Horseshoe Fall. In the 1840s the Maid of the Mist began carrying tourists 
into the spray and foam beneath the Falls so that they could experience 
the sensation of the tumbling waters above them (figs. 90-93). 

Although these efforts might be justified as attempts to provide 
access to the sublime qualities of Niagara, they emphasize the terrifying 
aspect of the sublime rather than its contemplative and spiritual elements. 
Sightseers who paid for these excursions were buying sensation, including 
the thrill of being wetted with spray and buffeted by winds and of negoti¬ 
ating trembling walkways and slippery rocks. In the end, the physical 
structures (the gates, turnstiles, stairways, walkways, towers, and boats) 
that brought the thrilling aspects of the Falls closer probably had a greater 
effect on the actual experience of the average tourist at the Falls than did 
the aesthetic of the sublime itself. 

These structures both sensationalized the Falls and broke up the 
landscape into numerous points of interest. The guidebooks devoted a 
section to each attraction: Table Rock, Termination Rock, Prospect Point, 
Goat Island, the Biddle Staircase, Terrapin Tower, the Whirlpool, the 
Three Sisters, and so on (figs. 94, 95). As the reading of any able descrip¬ 
tion of the waters, mists, rocks, rapids, and rainbows of the Falls reveals, 
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Fig. 93. Adam Weingartner after Thomas 
Benecke, Niagara Falls, Canadian Side, 1856 (cat. 
no. 167). Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York. 


these points of interest in no way added up to the Falls. Instead, the points 
of interest became objects in themselves. Naming and marking them off 
transformed Niagara into a commodity, making it easy to market the Falls 
and easy to consume them without the necessity of actually seeing them. 
Once all the sights were set apart, usually by a fence, gate, ticket booth, or 
other structure—and this happened very early in the history of the 
Falls—the structures, guidebooks, popular literature, and hackmen who 
took people about combined to make “doing the Falls” a matter of cover¬ 
ing all the bases. Tourists were told they hadn’t really seen the Falls unless 
they had visited all the major attractions. Because the Falls were divided 
into these attractions, each of which had an admission fee, visitors could 
consume the Falls bit by bit, until they felt they had “done” them. 

The consumption of Niagara Falls did not stop there, however. Inci¬ 
dents that occurred at Niagara provided further opportunities to call atten¬ 
tion to particular places and enhance the exciting qualities of the Falls. In 
1829 Sam Patch made a celebrated leap from a 100-foot tower at the base 
of the Falls, thus inaugurating a long series of stunts performed in the 
vicinity. The French tightrope walker, Blondin, performed on a rope 
stretched across the gorge below the Falls from 1859 until 1861; soon sev¬ 
eral other aerialists followed suit (figs. 96, 97). The barrel craze began 
later in the century. Accidents and rescues also contributed to the site’s 
sense of danger and excitement. One little girl leapt from the hands of her 
parents’ friend into the rapids and, when he jumped in to rescue her, was 
swept over the Falls with him. Incidents of this nature were commonly 
reported in the guidebooks, but they were also given a stamp of approval 
as part of the genteel experience of Niagara by popular writers like 
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Fig. 94. Fold-out map from Hunter's Panoramic 
Guide from Niagara Falls to Quebec ; by William S. 
Hunter, Jr., 1857 (cat. no. 201). Local History 
Department, Niagara Falls, New York, Public 
Library. 


Fig. 95. Charles Bierstadt, “Photographic 
Mementos,” 1869 (cat. no. 33). Local History 
Department, Niagara Falls, New York, Public 
Library. 


George W. Curtis and William Dean Howells. Howells, for example, wrote 
a poem called “Avery” about the day-long struggle and ultimate failure to 
rescue a man stranded on a log near the brink of the Falls (fig. 98). 

Most of these incidents, if they had happened somewhere else, would 
merely have been of passing interest. They would have merited a news 
item, then been forgotten; but at Niagara Falls they became part of his¬ 
tory. This history included people like Sam Patch and Blondin who 
became famous by performing feats at the Falls; those already famous, like 
the Prince of Wales; and well-known writers, like Dickens, whose 
accounts of their visits were widely circulated and quoted in the guide¬ 
books. But it also included ordinary people—tourists and local people— 
who were rescued from the rapids or swept over the Falls or drowned in 
the Whirlpool. Most important, it included the tourists who stepped out of 
their ordinary routines, their familiar and obscure surroundings, and 
stepped onto the stage of history. Going to Niagara Falls was usually 
recorded as a significant moment in a tourist’s personal history. Souvenirs, 
letters home, photographs, a certificate from a trip to Termination Rock 
(figs. 99, 100), and names carved in the trees on Goat Island or Table Rock 
were a means of securing a place in Niagara’s ongoing history. Those who 
witnessed the aerialists’ feats or happened to be present when an accident 
occurred or a piece of rock fell had that sense of participating in history 
further reinforced. 

The attention given to such incidents and the need of travelers to re¬ 
cord their presence at the Falls in some fashion suggest that tourists were 
seeking a place in public history. If yearly festivals have traditionally 
enabled residents to join in the ongoing life of their own communities, 
tourist attractions like Niagara Falls enabled the members of an emerging 
mass society to participate in a common national experience. The guide¬ 
books, which devote nearly every section to some form of history— 
whether it be the recession of the Falls over time, the battles fought along 
the Niagara frontier, or the drowning of some misfortunate tourist—are 
above all democratic. They equalize all points of interest and all events 
and memorialize the ridiculous along with the sublime. A description of 
the Cave of the Winds, the leap of Sam Patch, the story of Avery on the 
log, the Battle of Lundy’s Lane (a bloody encounter during the War of 
1812), and a description of Barnett’s Museum received roughly equal 
treatment—all became incorporated into the popular history of the Falls. 

The manner in which the cultural content of Niagara Falls—its scenic 
points of interest and its history—was delivered and consumed closely 
resembles the methods of several other institutions in nineteenth-century 
America: the public museum, the exposition, and the popular resort. All 
these institutions offered diverse attractions under the umbrella of a uni¬ 
fying spectacle and also provided a democratic stage on which the obscure 
and famous could share the same experience and where, increasingly as 
the century progressed, members of all classes could mingle. 
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Fig. 96. Edward Anthony, Niagara, Rlondin on the 
Tight Rope. Anthony's Instantaneous Views No. 125, 
ca. 1859 (cat. no. 2). Local History Department, 
Niagara Falls, New York, Public Library. 


Fig. 97. George E. Curtis, La Signorina Maria 
Spelterini in her Grand High Rope Performance — 
Niagara, July 1876, 1876 (cat. no. 67). Local 
History Department, Niagara Falls, New York, 
Public Library. 
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has passed with me, beneath the Table Rock, is? 
\ and beliind the Great Falling Sheet, under the 
! Falls of Niagara, to “Termination Rock.” fp* 
Given under my hand, at the Office of pj* 
the General Register of Visitors, at j 
the Table.Rock, this 2 tL "day of ! 
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g. n. r. 


Fig. 99. Termination Rock Certificate, Septem¬ 
ber 22, 1830 (cat. no. 249). Buffalo and Erie 
County Historical Society, Buffalo, New York. 


Fig. 98. Joseph Avery on the Rocks, Illustrated 
News, August 6, 1853. Local History Depart¬ 
ment, Niagara Falls, New York, Public Library. 
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Fig. 100. J. W. Champney, The Season at Niagara 
Falls from Harper s Weekly, August 18, 1877. 
Local History Department, Niagara Falls, New 
York, Public Library. 


Although early American museums ranged in seriousness from P. T. 
Barnum’s American Museum in Manhattan to the Western Museum in 
Cincinnati to the cabinet of the American Philosophical Society in Phila¬ 
delphia, most of them began as cabinets of curiosities with extremely 
diverse collections that included oddities as well as objects of scientific or 
artistic interest. One nineteenth-century English visitor wrote: 

A “Museum ” in the American sense of the word means a place of amusement, 
wherein there shall be a theatre, some wax figures, a giant and a dwarf or 
two, a jumble of pictures, and a few live snakes In order that there may be 
some excuse for the use of the word, there is in most instances a collection of 
stuffed birds, a few preserved animals, and a stock of oddly assorted and very 
dubitable curiosities; but the mainstay of the “ Museum ” is the “live a rtf that 
is, the theatrical performance, the precocious mannikins, or the intellectual 
dogs and monkeys . 6 

This is not a bad description of Niagara Falls as it was presented to tour¬ 
ists: the phenomena of rapids, falls, and whirlpool mixed indiscriminately 
with the diversions provided by leapers, tightrope walkers, trips behind 
the Falls, stories of accidents and rescues, souvenir shops, Barnett’s 
Museum (fig. 86), and the camera obscura that depicted a “miniature and 
moving Niagara, animated and lifelike.” 7 (P. T. Barnum’s museum had, in 
fact, a working model of the Falls, featuring “real water.”) 

Likewise, the way the proprietors structured the Falls for the tourist 
anticipates the structure of the expositions made popular by the Crystal 
Palace Exposition in London in 1851 and imitated with great success in 
America at the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia, the Columbian 
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Fig. 101. Indian Beadwork Souvenirs, late 19th 
century (cat. nos. 233, 236). Iroquois Brands 
Ltd. Collection, Greenwich, Connecticut. 


Fig. 102. George Barker, Indian Women with 
Wares on Luna Island\ ca. 1868 (cat. no. 8). The 
J. Paul Getty Museum, Malibu, California. 


Exposition in Chicago, and the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo in 
1901 at which Niagara Falls was a major attraction. Like these expositions 
and the amusement parks at Coney Island and Atlantic City, Niagara Falls 
provided a heterogeneous group of attractions in a relatively concentrated 
space through which the tourist was directed. The spectacle as a whole 
was supposed to awe the tourist and its grandeur provided an ever-present 
context in which to examine its various parts. 

Niagara Falls created the illusion of drawing the diversity of modern 
knowledge together. The guidebooks stress comprehensiveness and 
touch, superficially of course, on history, art, poetry, story, geology, and 
sometimes hydraulics. Niagara was, and is, encyclopedic. In a world grow¬ 
ing increasingly complex, it provided a point of convergence for the 
world’s variety. 

But, most important, Niagara Falls, the museums, expositions, and 
amusement parks functioned as instruments of mass consumption. Their 
structures provided prototypes for the ultimate arena of American consu¬ 
merism—the shopping mall, where the shoppers’ experience is very simi¬ 
lar to the tourists’ or the museum visitors’. It is appropriate that the latest 
American contribution to the landscape of Niagara Falls is the Rainbow 
Center, a fancy indoor shopping mall, within a few steps of Prospect Park, 
equipped with a Winter Garden, indoor fountains, the usual variety of 
stores, an atrium, walkways, and escalators. Malls today have become 
increasingly “awesome”; people visit them to see the sights, be seen, 
explore the plenitude of goods for sale as well as to buy. 

Only a few pre-Civil War visitors appear to have had serious difficulty 
with the way the Falls was presented to them. Lydia Sigourney, for 
example, had no difficulty integrating her experience of the Falls as a “liv¬ 
ing personification” of God’s power with the pleasure of shopping for 
“Indian fancy-work, in beads, bark, and porcupine quills” (figs. 101, 102). 8 
But by the 1860s many felt the Falls had been spoiled. Henry James com- 
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Fig. 103. Jasper Cropsey, Niagara Falls, 1860. 

Jo Ann and Julian Ganz, Jr. 

plained in 1871 that the spectacle of the Falls had become 

choked in the horribly vulgar shops and booths and catchpenny artifices which 
have pushed and elbowed to within the very spray of the Falls. ... the 
importunities one suffers here, . . . from hackmen and photographers and 
vendors of gimcracks, are simply hideous and infamous. 9 

Part of the problem, at least for the genteel traveler, was that the kind 
of person who visited the Falls was changing. Before the Civil War, most 
tourists were well-to-do. Niagara Falls was a resort, and tourists frequently 
came to stay for a week or more in one of its grand hotels. But as railroad 
fares fell and America’s urban population increased, clerks, bureaucrats, 
and others of modest means were able to go on excursions. Unlike the 
wealthier travelers, the excursionists usually visited Niagara Falls for only 
a day. They were less cultivated than the better-off tourist and more eager 
for Coney Island excitements than the quieter pleasures of a sylvan walk. 
“Like locusts,” wrote Henry Norman in 1881, “they sweep everything 
before them.” 10 

The increasing industrialization of the Falls also became obnoxious to 
many visitors. Niagara “resembles a superb diamond set in lead,” com¬ 
plained Picturesque America in 1872. “The stone is perfect, but the setting 
is lamentably vile and destitute of beauty.” 11 And the pressures to harness 
more of Niagara’s power were growing. 

In response to the threats posed by the commercialization and indus¬ 
trialization of Niagara, Frederic Church, Frederick Law Olmsted, and 
other prominent individuals proposed that the State of New York establish 
a park at the Falls which would allow the public free access and protect the 
Falls from the incursions of souvenir shops, sideshows, mills, and other 
desecrations. Their proposal was finally enacted into legislation in 1883 
after a long campaign of petitions, editorials, and newspaper articles, and 
in 1887 Olmsted and Calvert Vaux submitted their final plan for the park. 

The enemy for Olmsted was precisely the sort of commercial struc¬ 
turing that had turned Niagara Falls into a series of commodities to be 
consumed by the tourist. “The aim to make money by the showman’s 
methods,” Olmsted wrote in the Special Report of the Commissioners of the 
New York State Survey of 1879, 

the idea that Niagara is a spectacular and sensational exhibition, of which 
rope-walking, diving, brass bands, fireworks and various “ side-shows ” are 
appropriate accompaniments, is so presented to the visitor that he is forced 
to yield to it, and see and feel little else than that prescribed to him. 

He felt the problem arose from the way the proprietors of the Falls had 
come to exercise more and more control over the movements of visitors 
by means of guides, gates, walkways, and toll booths. 

Visitors are so much more constrained to be guided and instructed, to be led 
and stopped, to be “put throughand so little left to natural and healthy 
individual intuitions . 12 

But it was not merely the means by which the proprietors marketed 
the sensational aspects of Niagara that Olmsted objected to. He rejected 
all forms of “astonishment,” including the sublime, out of which he clearly 
felt the sensationalizing of the Falls had sprung. His approach to Niagara 
depended on the categories of the picturesque and the beautiful, which 
were not applied to grand natural phenomenon as frequently as the sub¬ 
lime, but were just as well-established and derived from the same body of 
eighteenth-century English aesthetic theory. For Olmsted the true enjoy¬ 
ment of the Falls required a quiet and pensive contemplation of their 
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beauty. 13 His firm rejection of the sublime represented an important turn¬ 
ing point in the history of the Falls, although his response to the quieter 
attractions of Niagara had many precedents. Earlier writers, like Harriet 
Beecher Stowe and Charles Dickens, had emphasized the calmness and 
the beauty of Niagara rather than its thrilling qualities, and artists, like 
Jasper Cropsey, had depicted groups of tourists gazing serenely at the Falls 
amidst pastoral surroundings (fig. 103). But the commercialization and 
industrialization of the Falls and the changing character of the tourists who 
frequented them had made it difficult to sustain these visions of Niagara’s 
beauty and picturesque tranquillity. 

Olmsted concluded that most of the tourists who visited Niagara had 
poor taste, were in a hurry and were easily led by the arrangements made 
for them. No improvements, he felt, were likely to “increase the astonish¬ 
ing qualities” that drew many of them there. 14 But improvements could 
encourage the excursionist to take a more leisurely approach to the experi¬ 
ence of the Falls. In his plan for the reservation, Olmsted set out to rede¬ 
sign the landscape in order to increase what he had called “the influence 
of the scenery” and allow the tourist to follow his “natural and healthy 
individual intuitions” rather than the dictates of guides, markers, gates, 
and so forth. 15 

The landscape that Olmsted proposed was essentially domestic and 
picturesque: a natural park with carriage roads set back from the edges of 
the island, giving precedence to winding walks closer to the water; places 
for sitting and standing; paths for strolling through secluded woodland and 
viewing the rapids or falls through breaks in the trees. It was a middle- 
class version of the nobleman’s estate and was in harmony with the 
“mountain house” hotels of the period (which featured long verandas, 
scenic views, and rustic seats), the picturesque cottage architecture of 
Andrew Jackson Downing, and the rural cemeteries, like Mount Auburn, 
all of which appealed to a taste for cultivated naturalness. It would be nec¬ 
essary to construct “walks, roads, bridges, stairways, seats and standing 
places,” in order for visitors to enjoy the scenery, wrote Olmsted in his 
final plan for the Niagara Falls Reservation in 1887, but such “artificial 
appliances” should be as unobtrusive as possible and not interfere with 
the visitor’s freedom of movement. 16 All manmade structures still intrud¬ 
ing upon the natural landscape were to be hidden by screens of trees. 

The results of Olmsted’s efforts are vividly preserved in the land¬ 
scape of Niagara Falls today. Goat Island and the smaller islands above the 
Falls are covered with vegetation; a band of trees, grass, and walks line the 
American shore from the head of the rapids down to the brink of the Falls. 
A more formal park, not designed by Olmsted, protects the Canadian side. 
But what William Howard Russell, a London Times correspondent, called in 
1863 the “fixed fair” of Niagara has not disappeared, it has merely been 
pushed back a bit, and made, just barely, to keep its distance. 17 Henry 
James’s remark that the village is “constantly at your elbow, just to the 
right or the left of the line of contemplation” still applies. 18 Souvenir shops 
and sideshows crowd the parks. On the American side, the attractions 
include a wax museum, the Rainbow Center, and the Turtle (a building in 
the tradition of the Coney Island Elephant, shaped like the animal of its 
name and devoted to Native American crafts). The Canadian side features 
the Niagara Falls Museum (the descendant of Barnett’s Museum, a collec¬ 
tion of curiosities dating back to the 1830s), a ferris wheel, and three enor¬ 
mous towers that peer over everything into the parks. Souvenir shops have 
even invaded the parks, though fairly discreetly, and if the tourist is free 
to wander through the parks for free, the Maid of the Mist and the excur¬ 
sions to the Cave of the Winds and the caves behind the Horseshoe Fall, 




all of which cost money, continue to be major attractions. 

By the 1860s and 1870s the commercial version of Niagara as a spec¬ 
tacle had threatened to swallow up every other experience of the Falls. 
Olmsted’s plan for the reservation made room for the genteel tourist again, 
but defined the proper experience of the Falls as picturesque contempla¬ 
tion rather than sublime excitement. Within the reservation Olmsted suc¬ 
ceeded in transforming the environment from one in which the tourist 
was processed through the sight to one in which he could direct himself. 
Thus, Olmsted provided an alternative mode in which the tourist could 
consume the Falls as a cultural product. But he didn’t defeat the sensa¬ 
tional version of the Falls; instead, the two versions settled down side by 
side to compete for the attention of visitors. 

J. B. Harrison, who wrote a series of newspaper articles in 1882 in 
support of Olmsted’s efforts to preserve Niagara Falls, argued that the pro¬ 
posed reservation would offer a vital change for those who wished to 
escape from “the wearing, exhausting quality which is so marked in mod¬ 
ern life,” and provide a “quickening and uplifting of the higher powers of 
the mind.” 19 The effort to save the Falls was an attempt to assert the 
values of upper-middle-class society in the name of raising the moral tone 
of democratic life. Niagara Falls, however, lends itself as much to being a 
thrilling spectacle, an object in a circus, as it does to being nature’s mas¬ 
terpiece in a picturesque park, and it remains both. Perhaps the most 
remarkable fact about Niagara Falls as a tourist attraction is that nowhere 
else in the United States can you find the popular and the democratically 
genteel, Coney Island and Central Park, P. T. Barnum and Frederick Law 
Olmsted in such vivid juxtaposition. 
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Fig. 104. George Catlin, Bird's-Eye View of Niag¬ 
ara, 1831 (cat. no. 42). Buffalo and Erie County 
Historical Society, Buffalo, New York. 








by Alfred Runte 


The Role of Niagara 
in America's Scenic Preservation 


The preservation of Niagara Falls, dedicated by New York as a state park 
on July 15, 1885, represents a unique chapter in the history of American 
conservation (fig. 105). To be sure, the State Reservation at Niagara was 
neither the first nor the largest public park devoted to the protection of 
the American landscape. As early as 1864, Congress granted to California 
the Yosemite Valley and Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias and, in 1872, 
further established Yellowstone National Park, Wyoming, a preserve 
encompassing nearly 3,400 square miles of geyser basins, waterfalls, can¬ 
yons, and mountain ranges. In contrast, the State Reservation at Niagara 
was but 400 acres in size, of which 300 were underwater. 1 

The park’s significance lay not in its area, but in the history of this 
small piece of real estate as an object lesson for the preservation move¬ 
ment. By the 1860s, most of the riverbank immediately above and below 
the cataract had been cleared of vegetation and given over to commercial 
development. No other example of America’s widespread callousness 
toward natural beauty did more to alert artists, journalists, and intellectu¬ 
als of the nineteenth century to the need for scenic preservation in the 
United States. The realization, especially among Easterners who ventured 
across the continent, that Niagara Falls had been shorn of its natural 
beauty by tourist sharks and land developers figured prominently in the 
earliest efforts to rescue the newly discovered “wonderlands” of the 
American West from a similar fate. 

Prior to the exploration and settlement of the West, eastern land¬ 
marks, such as Niagara Falls, the Natural Bridge in Virginia, and the Hud¬ 
son River highlands, attracted tourists seeking spectacular scenery. Of 
these, Niagara was usually the most difficult to reach. The reputation of 
Niagara Falls as America’s “must see” natural wonder of the early nine¬ 
teenth century was considerably enhanced by the completion of the Erie 
Canal across upstate New York in 1825. Travelers were now able to escape 
the discomfort of wagons, stagecoaches, and poorly constructed roads for 
the relative luxury of the canal boats. 2 As many commentators soon noted, 
however, the ease of transport also spurred the commercialization of Niag¬ 
ara Falls for both industrial and tourist development. As early as 1831, 
Alexis de Tocqueville, the young French political philosopher, urged a 
friend to “hasten” to Niagara Falls if he wished “to see this place in its 
grandeur. If you delay,” he warned, “your Niagara will have been spoiled 
for you. Already the forest round about is being cleared. ... I don’t give 
the Americans ten years to establish a saw or flour mill at the base of the 
cataract.” 3 In a similar vein, E. T. Coke, a British journalist, wrote in 1832 
of a “company of speculators” who intended to erect “grist-mills, store¬ 
houses, saw-mills, and all other kinds of unornamental buildings” in the 
vicinity. “The die is then cast,” he concluded, “and the beautiful scenery 
about the Falls is doomed to be destroyed.” 4 
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Especially significant for the 1830s was the tendency of such pessi¬ 
mistic observations regarding the future of Niagara Falls to conclude with 
a plea for its swift redemption. “’Tis a pity,” Coke further wrote, 

that such ground was not reserved as sacred in perpetuum; that the forest trees 
were not allowed to luxuriate in all their wild and savage beauty about a spot 
where the works of man will ever appear paltry , and can never be in accord¬ 
ance. For my own part,\ most sincerely do I congratulate myself upon having 
viewed the scene before such profanation had taken place. 

Sharing his lament was Thomas Rolph, another English traveler of the 
period. “I wish it were provided by law that no building should be erected 
within sight of the little plot of ground immediately adjoining the cata¬ 
ract,” he wrote in 1836, describing his own visit to the Falls in 1833. “As 
matters are now conducted, another twenty years may see the whole 
amphitheatre filled with grog-shops, humbug museums, etc., etc.—Who 
knows but it may be profaned by cotton factories?” 5 

Andrew Reed and James Matheson, two English Congregational min¬ 
isters who visited Niagara Falls in 1834, offered an even more outspoken 
description of the commercialization. 

On the American side they have got up a shabby town , and called it Manches¬ 
ter. .. . On the Canadian side ; a money-seeking party have bought up 400 
acres, with the hope of erecting “The City of the Fallsand still worse , close 
on the Table Rock , some party was busy in erecting a mill-dam! . . . The uni¬ 
versal voice ought to interfere , and prevent them. Niagara does not belong to 
them; Niagara does not belong to Canada or America. Such spots should be 
deemed the property of civilized mankind . 6 

If Coke, Reed, Matheson, and other British travelers had been 
heeded in their own country, Great Britain might have protected the 
Canadian side of Niagara Falls fifty years before New York State dedicated 
its own park in 1885. Instead, it remained for the artist George Catlin, a 
native of Pennsylvania, to suggest in print that Reed and Matheson’s “uni¬ 
versal voice” calling for preservation ought, in fact, to originate with the 
United States government. In 1827 Catlin had painted Niagara Falls; even 
at that date, he must have sensed the significance of the scattered clear¬ 
ings and structures already visible near the cataract (fig. 104). If so, these 
early warnings suggesting the fate of Niagara Falls may have inspired, in 
part, his appeal in 1833 for “a nation's Park , containing man and beast, in 
all the wild and freshness of their nature’s beauty!” 7 That nothing came of 
his own idea in the 1830s is not surprising. Catlin maintained his park 
should be centered in the Great Plains, an area originally described as a 
desert, but soon recognized as desirable for American settlement after all. 
More critically, he proposed to create a refuge where Indians and wildlife 
might coexist unmolested by fur traders and other exploiters, purposes 
that went against every conceivable demand of the frontier economy. 

Speaking more like an ecologist or anthropologist, Catlin was simply 
far ahead of his time. Not only could the Great Plains be settled and 
developed, but as landscape, such sweeping, so-called monotonous tracts 
of level terrain had little appeal to the American imagination of the 1830s. 
By the time a succeeding generation of American intellectuals caught up 
with his idea, their own attraction to landscape was still swayed by preju¬ 
dices for the dramatic and the unusual in nature. 

Crucial to the persistence of these “site specific” preferences was the 
public’s growing fascination with the American West and its natural “won¬ 
ders.” For decades American artists, writers, and other intellectuals had 
suffered the embarrassment of representing a society that lacked world- 



Fig. 105. Map and Guide of the New York State Res- renowned cultural achievements. In contrast to the storied cultures and 

ervatton at Niagara, ca. 1888 (cat no. 222). Local landmarks of Europe, the United States, especially in its infancy, had no 

History Department, Niagara Falls, New York, r r J J . 

Public Library. great monuments of literary or artistic achievement. As the noted British 

critic Sydney Smith asked derisively in 1820, “In the four quarters of the 
globe, who reads an American book? or goes to an American play? or looks 
at an American picture or statue?” 8 Smith’s insulting tone aside, his point 
was still well-taken. In terms of cultural heritage, at least, the United 
States indeed had yet to prove itself. 

World-class American literature, art, and architecture, of course, 
would be decades—even centuries—in the making. In the meantime, 
though America lacked great artistic achievement, the country by no 
means lacked beauty. Nature had provided America splendid monuments; 
the problem in comparing the East to Europe was Europe’s combination 
of beautiful landscapes and cultural tradition. Accordingly, as late as 1851, 
James Fenimore Cooper still conceded the obvious: “As a whole, it must 
be admitted that Europe offers to the senses sublimer views and certainly 
grander, than are to be found within our own borders, unless we resort to 
the Rocky Mountains, and the ranges in California and New Mexico.” 9 

Fortunately, Cooper’s contemporaries could, as he put it, “resort to 
the Rocky Mountains, and the ranges in California and New Mexico.” 
Thanks to a combination of diplomacy and conquest, by 1848 the young 
nation stretched from sea to sea. In 1855 the first party of tourists entered 
California’s fabled Yosemite Valley; elsewhere along the western flank of 
the Sierra Nevada stood majestic groves of Giant Sequoias, renowned for 
their huge circumference. Obviously, Yosemite Valley’s soaring cliffs, 
plunging cataracts, and neighboring Big Trees had no peers abroad. In this 
vein William H. Brewer, a member of the California Geological Survey, 
declared Bridalveil Falls in Yosemite to be “vastly finer than any waterfall 
in Switzerland, in fact finer than any in Europe.” 10 Samuel Bowles, editor 
and publisher of the Springfield (Mass.) Republican, likewise marveled in 
1865 at the close resemblance of Cathedral Rocks in Yosemite Valley to 

the great impressiveness, the beauty and the fantastic form of the Gothic archi¬ 
tecture . From their shape and color alike, it is easy to imagine, in looking 
upon them, that you are under the ruins of an old Gothic cathedral, to which 
those of Cologne and Milan are but baby-houses . 11 

The emergence of the “romantic” West, coupled with the attempts 
among American intellectuals to compensate for their cultural limitations, 
helps explain why the United States bridged the gap between simply 
appreciating nature and actually advocating its protection. Steeped in the 
concerns of their time, knowledgeable Americans reacted strongly to 
reports that the nation’s new-found wonderlands in the West, like Niagara 
Falls in the East, were jeopardized by souvenir hunters and homesteaders 
desiring to control access to these areas for private gain. In the instance of 
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Niagara Falls, awareness had come too late to save the cataract and its 
environs from falling into the hands of tourist sharks, hucksters, and pri¬ 
vate land developers. Clearly, national pride called for the protection of 
Yosemite Valley, the Giant Sequoias, and marvels yet to be discovered 
from a similar fate. 

To reemphasize, the stimulus for protection was cultural provocation. 
Just as Niagara Falls demonstrated the price of past indifference, so the 
West provided an opportunity for redeeming the nation’s reputation. 
Granted, America’s first preservationists may have come to this realization 
only in retrospect; even so, their rhetoric when they first addressed the 
problem of protecting natural wonders reveals the bases of preservation¬ 
ists’ concerns. As early as 1853 Gleason s Pictorial\ a widely read British 
journal, published a letter from an irate Californian who protested the 
destruction of a famous Giant Sequoia for public display as “a cruel idea, 
a perfect desecration.” In Europe, he maintained, the Discovery Tree 
undoubtedly “would have been cherished and protected, if necessary, by 
law; but in this money-making, go-ahead community, thirty or forty thou¬ 
sand dollars are paid for it and the purchaser chops it down and ships it off 
for a shilling show.” 12 The incident was one of numerous schemes to dis¬ 
play a Giant Sequoia by simply cutting it down, removing its bark, cutting 
it into easily transported pieces, and reassembling the pieces for exhibi¬ 
tion. Such acts of vandalism underscored the callousness of those seeking 
to promote the West for personal profit. Within the decade Yosemite Valley 
itself was similarly threatened; only the federal government, it seemed, 
could save the West’s natural wonders from being auctioned off to the 
highest bidder. 

These provocations for preservation stimulated political action during 
the winter of 1864. Concerned about the fate of the Giant Sequoias and 
especially Yosemite Valley, a small group of Californians persuaded their 
junior United States Senator, John Conness, to introduce legislation pro¬ 
tecting both marvels from additional private encroachment. The key to 
the success of Conness’ legislation lay in his appeal to national pride. Spe¬ 
cifically, he introduced the Yosemite bill not as an obligation to nature, but 
as the duty of a patriotic people. The heart of his speech reminded his 
colleagues that the British had initially debunked the Giant Sequoias in 
particular as nothing but “a Yankee invention.” 13 Put in those terms, the 
legislation had both cultural and environmental significance. Following 
approval by the Senate in May, the bill easily cleared the House of Repre¬ 
sentatives the following month, and on June 30, 1864, President Abraham 
Lincoln signed the Yosemite Park Act into law. 14 

Actual administration of the Yosemite grant fell to the state of Califor¬ 
nia, which in 1866 formally accepted the valley proper, its immediate envi¬ 
rons, and the four square miles of Giant Sequoias known as the Mariposa 
Redwood Grove. Six years later, in order to protect Yellowstone in the 
northwestern corner of Wyoming Territory, Congress had no choice but to 
maintain federal jurisdiction over the area. Because there was no estab¬ 
lished state government to take charge of the region, Congress kept con¬ 
trol of Yellowstone following its establishment as a public park on March 
1, 1872. 15 For this reason, Yellowstone soon came to be known as “the 
national park.” 

The motivations behind its establishment were nonetheless identical 
to those of Yosemite. For a second time the nation had discovered a region 
whose “freaks,” “decorations,” “curiosities,” and other “wonders” grandly 
compensated for the absence of cultural symbols in the American scene. 
The nation’s dilemma once again was obvious. Yellowstone’s geysers, can¬ 
yons, and waterfalls must not fall into the hands of private claimants, espe- 


120 


cially promoters whose sordid commercial developments would rob 
Yellowstone, like Niagara Falls, of its integrity as a symbol of national 
pride and achievement. Unquestionably, the objective of park advocates 
was to prevent another national embarrassment of the equivalent of Niag¬ 
ara Falls. For example, Dr. Ferdinand V. Hayden, the noted geologist who 
led a government expedition through Yellowstone in 1871, protested to 
Congress that despoilers hoping to lay claim to the region also intended 
“to fence in these rare wonders so as to charge visitors a fee, as is now 
done at Niagara Falls, for the sight of that which ought to be as free as the 
air or water.” 16 Watercolors and sketches by Thomas Moran, a rising artist, 
coupled with the pioneering photographs of a young frontier photographer, 
William H. Jackson, underscored Hayden’s widely quoted remarks. Each 
work of art further dramatized what Americans stood to lose if Congress 
remained indifferent to the legislation introduced in December 1871 for 
the protection of Yellowstone. Truly, Yellowstone National Park may be 
considered the end product of a widespread campaign that effectively 
used Niagara Falls as an object lesson for illustrating Yellowstone’s prob¬ 
able fate in the absence of congressional intervention. 

The Niagara Falls preservation campaign, a crusade first seriously 
discussed in 1869, was itself a unique achievement in American conserva¬ 
tion history. Both Yosemite and Yellowstone parks had been established 
from lands totally owned by the federal government as part of the public 
domain. In the instance of Niagara Falls, New York State and the province 
of Ontario faced the challenge of actually restoring many pieces of prop¬ 
erty to their natural condition. Moreover, before any restoration could 
begin, the offending properties first would have to be condemned, pur¬ 
chased by the governments, and—in the case of the numerous shops, 
stables, gatehouses, and other tourist traps ringing the cataract—torn 
down to make room for flowers, trees, and shrubbery. By comparison, the 
establishment of Yosemite and Yellowstone parks—still in their pristine 
condition—had been relatively simple and straightforward. 

Given the challenge of restoring Niagara Falls to a semblance of its 
former grandeur, the park campaign that emerged in the late 1870s was 
indeed fortunate to list America’s leading preservationists among its 
contributors and supporters. Of these, none was more influential than 
Frederick Law Olmsted, the distinguished landscape architect. Olmsted 
began his career in 1858 as the first superintendent and co-designer of 
Central Park in New York City. In 1863 he went west to California, where, 
as superintendent of the Mariposa Estate in the Sierra foothills near 
Yosemite, he was probably among the group of California gentlemen who 
approached Senator John Conness early in 1864 with a proposal to protect 
the valley and the Giant Sequoias. Olmsted personally did not see Yosem¬ 
ite Valley until August 1864, more than a month after the park had been 
created. His reputation had, however, long since preceded him; that 
September, when Governor F. F. Low formally announced the members 
of a commission he had asked to plan and oversee the new preserve, 
Olmsted’s name headed the list. 17 

His report in 1865 to the Yosemite Park Commission still stands as 
one of the most profound documents in American environmental history. 
With amazing foresight, he predicted that the large majority of millions of 
future visitors to Yosemite would look upon the valley as a mere “wonder 
or curiosity.” This perception would only encourage the public to ignore 
Yosemite’s broader aesthetic values—“the tender foliage of noble and 
lovely trees and bushes, tranquil meadows, playful streams, and every 
variety of soft and peaceful pastoral beauty.” For Olmsted, the Yosemite 
resource was simultaneously visual and inspirational. Emphasizing the val- 
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ley’s geological wonders by debasing its natural setting would only destroy 
Yosemite’s powers of suggestion, especially “the effect of refreshing rest 
and reinvigoration” its scenery seemed to cast over both mind and body. 

The first point to be kept in mind then is the preservation and maintenance 
as exactly as is possible of the natural scenery; the restriction, that is to say, 
within the narrowest limits consistent with the necessary accommodation of 
visitors, of all artificial constructions . . . which would unnecessarily obscure ; 
distort or detract from the dignity of the scenery . 18 

Although Olmsted described the conditions at Niagara Falls only by 
inference, unquestionably the commercialization of the cataract was much 
on his mind as he urged the Yosemite Park Commission to resist similar 
pressures for development in the valley. As a boy of twelve, in 1834, he 
had visited Niagara Falls with his family; even at that early date, the 
creeping developments beside the cataract certainly made a lasting impres¬ 
sion on his aesthetic sensibilities. 19 He nonetheless also gave credit to the 
noted landscape artist Frederic E. Church for impressing upon him, in 
1869, “the rapidly approaching ruin of [Niagara’s] characteristic scenery.” 20 
A short time later, at Olmsted’s request, he and his partner, Calvert 
Vaux, joined Henry Hobson Richardson, the architect, and William 
Dorscheimer, a New York State district attorney, “to consider this danger” 
in person. 21 The date of their historic inspection of Niagara Falls was 
August 7, 1869. 

As much as Olmsted’s return to New York City in 1866 had jeopar¬ 
dized support for his Yosemite report of 1865, so public apathy in the 
absence of higher leadership thwarted this initial effort by him and his 
associates to effect government sanctions against further ruination of 
Niagara Falls. Not until 1878, following a visit to the Falls by Lord 
Dufferin, the governor general of Canada, was public interest in the cata¬ 
ract reawakened by Dufferin’s condemnation of the scenic decay and sor¬ 
did tourist traps everywhere in evidence. More to the point, he personally 
contacted the governor of New York, Lucius Robinson, and inquired about 
the possibility of cooperating with the state in efforts to restore the site as 
an international park. 22 

Robinson agreed, pledging his own support for the protection of 
Niagara Falls in his last annual message to the New York State legislature 
on January 9, 1879. 

It is well known, and a matter of universal complaint , that the most favor¬ 
able points of observation around the falls are appropriated for purposes of 
private profit , while the shores swarm with sharpers, hucksters and peddlers, 
who perpetually harass all visitors. 23 * 

At the out-going governor’s request, the legislature authorized the 
topographical engineers of the New York State Survey to conduct a study 
of Niagara Falls. In turn, the commissioners of the survey asked James T. 
Gardner, the director, and Frederick Law Olmsted to prepare the proposal 
for preservation and improvement of the cataract. Gardner and Olmsted 
made their inspection that May; on March 22, 1880, they submitted their 
final report in separate statements to the state legislature. 24 

In keeping with Olmsted’s recommendations to the Yosemite Park 
Commission fifteen years earlier, the document not only discussed the 
defacement of Niagara, but simultaneously argued that the governments 
concerned had both the right and the duty to correct the problem. “It is 
now a clearly recognized duty of governments to reserve from sale parts of 
the public domain that contain natural features of such unusual character 
as to be objects of interest to the whole world,” Gardner wrote. “A hun- 


Fig. 106. Disfigured Banks. Repulsive Scenery 
Around Visitor Approaching Goat Island Bridge for 
First View of Rapids, ca. 1879. Plate VIII from 
James T. Gardner, Special Report of the New York 
State Survey on the Preservation of the Scenery of Ni¬ 
agara Falls (cat. no. 194). Local History Depart¬ 
ment, Niagara Falls, New York, Public Library. 


dred years ago the land along [the] Niagara River belonged to the State. 

. . . The error made by the State in parting with this territory will never 
be fully repaired . . . but much can yet be accomplished at a reasonable 
expense to restore the lost attractions.” 25 

These “attractions,” in Olmsted’s words, included “the great variety 
of the indigenous perennials and annuals, the rare beauty of the old 
woods, and the exceeding loveliness of the rock foliage” surviving on Goat 
Island, between the American and Horseshoe Falls, and on portions of the 
islands and riverbank immediately above and below the cataract. To most 
visitors, he admitted, Niagara Falls was just a sideshow, a “spectacular and 
sensational exhibition” that to them “would still be a place of singular fas¬ 
cination” even if “it were possible” to remove the forests, wildflowers, 
and river islands from the scene. As he had argued in Yosemite Valley in 
1865, however, scenery without vegetation was lifeless. Without the ordi¬ 
nary beauty found throughout the vicinity of the cataract, Niagara Falls 
itself would be just another “rope-walking, diving, brass bands, fireworks” 
display. 26 

Even as matters stood, Gardner lamented, much of the riverbank 
above and below the Falls was a vision of “solid ugliness”—a wall of 
hotels, bath houses, laundries, rookeries, jetties, sewer outflows, stables, 
shops, fences, and patent medicine signs (figs. 106, 107). 27 New York 
State had no choice, he and Olmsted agreed, but to confiscate through the 
power of eminent domain the lands on which the offensive structures 
stood. Similarly, Ontario would have to resort to eminent domain when 
the Canadians were ready to clean up their side of the cataract. In New 
York, a strip of land along the riverbank at least one mile in length and 
from 100 to 800 feet wide would be required for the park. Granted, years 
would pass before Niagara’s “frame of foliage” could be replanted and 
returned to its former glory. At the very least, when the buildings had 
been razed, Niagara’s best overlooks would be open to free public access 
once again. 28 

Governor Robinson’s successor, Alonzo B. Cornell, opposed the rec- 
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Fig. 107. Disfigured Banks. Brink of Horse Shoe 
Falls and Canadian Shore, Seen from Goat Island ’ 
ca. 1879. Plate XI from James T. Gardner, Spe¬ 
cial Report of the New York State Survey on the Pres¬ 
ervation of the Scenery of Niagara Falls (cat. no. 
194). Local History Department, Niagara Falls, 
New York, Public Library. 




ommendation as a “luxury”; however, he failed to win renomination at the 
State Republican Convention in September 1882. The following April, the 
new Democratic governor, Grover Cleveland, signed a bill authorizing a 
state reservation at Niagara Falls. Ahead lay two more years of frustration 
and delay as state officials negotiated the condemnation of the lands 
finally designated to become part of the park. As late as 1884, outstanding 
claims to unused water rights amounted to $30 million. Fortunately, the 
courts denied the validity of these lawsuits, allowing the state to set a final 
purchase price for the properties involved of just over $1,433,000. On July 
15, 1885, formal ceremonies at Prospect Park in Niagara Falls, New York, 
officially opened the Niagara State Reservation to its first visitors. 29 

The park was by no means complete; more than 150 buildings alone 
had yet to be demolished and removed. Ultimately, in addition, the scenic 
integrity of the preserve relied heavily on reciprocity by the Canadian gov¬ 
ernment. Finally, in 1888, Ontario dedicated its own provincial park (fig. 
108). To this day, visitors to Niagara Falls see striking differences 
between the American and Canadian sides of the cataract. Specifically, 
many visitors find the Canadian side—with its horticultural displays and 
other ornamentation—far more beautiful. The relative simplicity of the 
American park is not due to neglect, however, but is, instead, another 
reflection of the philosophy of Frederick Law Olmsted. In keeping with 
his firm conviction that natural surroundings ought to prevail in public 
parks, commissioners of the State Reservation at Niagara Falls generally 
resisted the inclusion of anything obviously man-made in the preserve, 
including statues, monuments, and especially, floral arrangements. 30 

With the rise in ecological awareness since World War II, Olmsted’s 
advocacy for the quieter beauties of nature has been appreciated all the 


Fig. 108. Canadian Scenic Route Niagara Falls 
Park & River Railway, ca. 1900 (cat. no. 224). 
Buffalo and Erie County Historical Society, 
Buffalo, New York. 
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more. During the nineteenth century, however, Niagara’s larger signifi¬ 
cance lay in its ability to stir the nation’s conscience. West of the Missis¬ 
sippi River, the defacement of Niagara Falls served as a stern reminder 
that Yellowstone, Yosemite, the Giant Sequoias, and other wonders could 
just as easily fall victim to individual greed and public indifference. One 
price of such indifference was the loss of national prestige. A country that 
sought its antiquity in natural landmarks could not, at the same time, 
allow those landmarks to be despoiled. Granted, half of Niagara Falls 
belonged to Canada; the point was that Americans still had no excuse for 
compromising that portion of the Falls which belonged solely to the 
United States. 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, many of America’s leading 
artists, journalists, and intellectuals had followed in one another’s foot¬ 
steps to stand beside Niagara Falls as the supreme natural spectacle of 
their country. That most of them came away both disappointed and 
ashamed by the commercialization all around them was crucial to the 
emergence of the park idea. As the nation moved west, the spectre of 
Niagara Falls remained fresh on the minds of those who had witnessed its 
disfigurement firsthand. Only if the nation faithfully preserved the won¬ 
ders of the West from like abuse could the United States lay claim to their 
own uniqueness as evidence of national achievement. Niagara’s misfor¬ 
tune was one of timing; its own lesson was lost on itself. The path to its 
redemption lay first through its own destruction. Indeed, Niagara’s resto¬ 
ration aside, the Falls could never be quite the same again. At least, in the 
growing strength of the preservation movement was dramatic proof—as 
well as some measure of consolation—that Niagara’s beauty had not been 
blemished in vain. 


Epilogue: The Second “ Battle ” of Niagara 

To many, it seemed as if Niagara Falls had been saved in 1885 through the 
establishment of the New York State reservation and authorization of 
Ontario’s provincial park, which was formally opened on May 24, 1888. In 
truth, however, the battle for Niagara Falls had only just begun. 

Efforts to protect Niagara Falls in the twentieth century focused on 
the issue of diverting its waters to generate hydroelectric power. Develop¬ 
ment interests, thwarted by protection of the Falls proper as state and pro¬ 
vincial parks, retaliated throughout the late 1880s and 1890s with proposals 
to construct huge conduits to capture the river above the Falls. The water 
was to be diverted entirely around the cataract to powerhouses set down¬ 
stream in the Niagara Gorge (fig. 109). By the turn of the century such 
diversions already threatened Niagara Falls with the loss of one-fourth of 
its average flow. Ultimately, preservationists feared that the amount of 
water reaching the brink of the American and Horseshoe Falls would be 
reduced to a mere trickle if diversions of the Niagara River continued. 

J. Horace McFarland, president of the American Civic Association, 
was among the turn-of-the-century preservationists who alerted govern¬ 
ment, business, and civic leaders to the pending tragedy of a waterless 
Niagara. In fact, his dedication to urban beautification and horticulture 
won him the editorship of the “Beautiful America” column in the Ladies' 
Home Journal, already a leading women’s magazine. “Every American— 
nay, every world-citizen—should see Niagara many times, for the welfare 
of his soul and the perpetual memory of a great work of God.” Yet “the 
engineers calmly agree that Niagara Falls will, in a very few years, be 
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Fig. 109. Niagara Falls Power Company, ca. 1895. 
Local History Department, Niagara Falls, New 
York, Public Library. 


[only] a memory. A memory of what? Of grandeur, beauty and natural maj¬ 
esty unexcelled anywhere on earth, sacrificed unnecessarily for the gain of 
a few!” Before-and-after illustrations in his article suggested the result: 
“The words might well be emblazoned,” he concluded, “in letters of fire 
across the shamelessly-uncovered bluff of the American Fall: ‘The Monu¬ 
ment of America’s Shame and Greed.’” 32 

In 1906 Congress authorized the secretary of war to establish mea¬ 
sures needed to protect the Falls; subsequent treaties between Canada and 
the United States simply set quotas specifying the amount of water each 
country could divert. 33 In this manner, Niagara Falls was well on the road 
to becoming an “engineered” landmark. Finally, in 1950 the United States 
and Canada signed the Niagara Treaty, an agreement that does much to 
explain the conditions at the Falls today. To generate power, up to one- 
half of the flow of the Niagara River is diverted around the Falls during 
daylight viewing hours. Between midnight and sunrise, when visitation is 
minimal, fully three-fourths of the river bypasses the cataract through con¬ 
duits leading to huge turbines set in the Niagara Gorge. In effect, there¬ 
fore, Niagara Falls is literally turned on and off to conform to both peak 
sightseeing and power demands. Similarly, the diversions have necessi¬ 
tated stream-channel modifications, including a large jetty immediately 
above the cataract to preserve the “spectacle” of the Falls by spreading the 
remainder of the flow evenly as it approaches the brink. 34 

With but a few exceptions, such attempts to accommodate both 
industrial development and scenic preservation have been avoided in 
Yellowstone, the Grand Canyon, and other western national parks with 
their own hydroelectric potential. Here again, Niagara Falls has served as 
an object lesson for the preservation movement. Throughout the United 
States and Canada, the control of Niagara has aroused as much sadness as 
pride in technology. Thanks to Niagara’s example, more and more people 
have questioned the wisdom of controlling everything in nature. Niagara 
has indeed been tamed. The virgin grandeur artists knew in the past now 
survives only through their works. But where the memory of what Niagara 
has lost still stirs the public’s conscience, there the waters of the continent 
often do flow wild and free. 
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Courtesy of Kennedy Galleries, 
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Private Collection 
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Private Collection 
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Private Collection 
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Private Collection 
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Buscaglia-Castellani Art Gallery of 
Niagara University, Niagara Falls, 
New York. Dr. and Mrs. Armand J. 
Castellani Collection 
(fig. 67) 

William Henry Bartlett 

See Nathaniel P. Willis (Books) 



cat. no. 19 


130 
















cat. no. 23 


22. Side of the American Fall & Horse Shoe 

Fall in the Distance 1825 
(after W. Vivian) 
lithograph 

7 3 4 x 9 l /2 in. (19.7x24.1 cm.) 

Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 

23. Niagara—American Fall from the Bank 

Above 1825 
(after W. Vivian) 
lithograph 

7Vz x 9Vz in. (19.0 x 24.1 cm.) 

Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 

George Beck 
See T. Cartwright 

Thomas Benecke 
See Adam Weingartner 


cat. no. 21 


19. American Fall from a Ravine 
Opposite 1825 
(after W. Vivian, n.d.) 
lithograph 

IVz x 9 Vz in. (19.0 x 24.1 cm.) 
Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 


20. British or Horse Shoe Fall 1825 
(after W. Vivian) 
lithograph 

IVz x 1014 in. (19.0 x 26.0 cm.) 
Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 


21. Horse Shoe Fall from the Canada Bank , 
Niagara Falls 1825 
(after W. Vivian) 
lithograph 

7 j /4 x 1014 in. (18.4 x 26.0 cm.) 
Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 


Thomas M. Baynes 1794-1854 
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cat. no. 21 


William James Bennett 1787-1844 


24. 


25. 


26. 


Niagara Falls. American Fall from Goat 
Island 1831 

color aquatint engraving 
16!4 x 20 7 /s in. (41.3 x 53.1 cm.) 
Courtesy of The New-York Historical 
Society, New York, New York 
(fig. 26) 

Niagara Falls. View of the British Fall 
from Goat Island 1831 
color aquatint engraving, printed and 
colored by John Hill 
W/z x 20 3 /4 in. (41.9 x 52.7 cm.) 
Courtesy of The New-York Historical 
Society, New York, New York 
(fig. 27) 


Niagara Falls from the American 
Side ca. 1835 
(after John R. Murray, 1774-1851) 
color aquatint engraving 
\6Vs x 20 3 /s in. (41.6 x 51.8 cm.) 
Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, 
Canada 
(fig. 32) 

See John Hill 


C. Bently n.d. 

27. The Falls of Niagara. This View of the 
American Fall\ from Goat Island 1857 
(after James Pattison Cockburn, 
1779-1847) 

color aquatint engraving, restrike of 
plate originally engraved in 1833 
20!/2 x 28 3 /s in. (52.0 x 72.1 cm.) 

The Charles Rand Penney Collection 
(Corcoran Gallery of Art and New- 
York Historical Society) 

See Jonathan Edge 
C. Hunt 
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cat. no. 29 


Albert Bierstadt 1830-1902 

28. Home of the Rainbow—Horseshoe Fall\ 

Niagara ca. 1869 
oil on canvas 

I 6 V 2 x 22 in. (41.9 x 55.9 cm.) 

Mr. and Mrs. George Strichman 
(fig. 63) 

29. Niagara ca. 1869 
oil on canvas 

4914 x 3514 in. (125.0 x 89.5 cm.) 
Wake Forest University Simmons 
Collection, Winston-Salem, North 
Carolina 

30. Waterfall and Rainbow ca. 1870s 
oil on paper 

19 x 13 in. (48.3 x 33.0 cm.) 

Loaned by Ira Spanierman Gallery, 
Inc., New York, New York 

31. Niagara Falls from the Canadian 

Side ca. 1877 

oil on paper mounted on canvas 
19 x 27 ! /s in. (48.3 x 68.9 cm.) 
National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa 
(fig. 64) 

32. Niagara Falls ca. 1880 
oil on paper 

19 x 27 in. (48.3 x 68.6 cm.) 

Sewell G. Biggs Collection 
(fig. 81) 


cat. no. 34 

Charles Bierstadt 1819-1903 

33. Photographic Mementos 1869 
lithograph after photograph 
diameter: 2 3 /i6 in. (5.6 cm.) 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 
(fig. 95) 

34. Niagara Falls ca. 1869-73 
albumen print 

lO’/z x 13!/z in. (26.7 x 34.3 cm.) 

The High Museum of Art, Atlanta, 
Georgia 

35. Looking Under the Falls Canada Side ; 
Niagara , N.Y. late 19th century 

stereoscopic card 
Private Collection 
(fig. 56) 

36. S. J. Dixon Crossing Whirlpool 

Rapids 1893 
stereoscopic card 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 
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P. Le Bihan active ca. 1850 



cat. no. 38 


37. An Extensive View of Niagara Falls with 

a Distant View of Buffalo ca. 1850 
oil on canvas 

27 x 60 in. (66.6 x 152.4 cm.) 

Kaspar Gallery, Toronto, Canada 

William Russell Birch 1755-1834 

38. The Falls of Niagara ca. 1827 
enameled copper 

2 5 /s x 2 3 /s in. (6.6 x 6.1 cm.) 

National Museum of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, D.C. 

Karl Bodmer 

See Lucas Weber 

John Bornet 



cat. no. 37 


See Nagel and Weingartner, Lithographers 

William Byrne 1714-1782 

39. Cataract of Niagara MIA 

(after a painting by Richard Wilson, 
ca. 1714-1782; based on a drawing by 
Lt. William Pierie, active ca. 1768) 
engraving 

16 3 /s x 20 3 / 4 in. (41.6 x 52.7 cm.) 

Public Archives of Canada, Ottawa 
(fig. 8) 

Emil Carlsen 1853-1932 

40. Niagara Falls n.d. 
oil on canvas 

3514 x 3014 in. (89.5 x 76.8 cm.) 

Norton Gallery & School of Art, 

West Palm Beach, Florida 

T. Cartwright n.d. 

41. The Falls of Niagara 1805 
(after George Beck, 1748-1812) 
color aquatint engraving 

16 3 /s x 22 n /i6 in. (41.6 x 57.6 cm.) 
Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo, 
New York 



cat. no. 40 
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George Gatlin 1796-1872 

42. Bird's-Eye View of Niagara 1831 
hand-colored lithograph 

7 13 /i6 x 6 7 /s in. (19.8 x 17.5 cm.) 

Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 
(fig. 104) 

Thomas Chambers 1815-after 1866 

43. Niagara Falls ca. 1835 
oil on canvas 

22 x 30!/i6 in. (56.1 x 76.4 cm.) 
Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford, 
Connecticut, The Ella Gallup 
Sumner and Mary Catlin Sumner 
Collection 
(fig. 37) 

Frederic Edwin Church 1826-1900 

44. Niagara Falls ca. 1844-46 
oil on canvas 

36 x 39 in. (91.4 x 99.0 cm.) 

The Thomas Gilcrease Institute of 
American History and Art, Tulsa, 
Oklahoma 

45. Niagara from Goat Island, Winter 1856 
oil on cardboard 

lV/zx 17V6 in. (29.3 x 44.0 cm.) 
Cooper-Hewitt Museum, Smithsonian 
Institution, New York, New York 
(fig. 58) 

46. Horseshoe Falls from Canada 1856 
oil on cardboard 

ll 5 / 8 x MVz in. (29.5 x 44.5 cm.) 
Cooper-Hewitt Museum, Smithsonian 
Institution, New York, New York 

47. Niagara Falls 1856 

oil on paper mounted on canvas 
12 x 35 in. (30.5 x 89.0 cm.) 

Private Collection 
(Corcoran Gallery of Art) 

(fig. 59) 


cat. no. 46 


48. At the Base of the American Falls 

ca. 1856 

oil on paper board 
ll 5 / 8 x 13 3 /4 in. (29.5 x 35.0 cm.) 
Cooper-Hewitt Museum, Smithsonian 
Institution, New York, New York 

49. Niagara 1857 
oil on canvas 

AZVz x 90V2 in. (107.9 x 229.9 cm.) 

The Corcoran Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C. 

(fig- 1) 

50. Study for Niagara ca. 1857 

oil on paper mounted on canvas 
12x36 in. (30.5 x 91.4 cm.) 

New York State Office of Parks, 
Recreation and Historic Preservation, 
Bureau of Historic Sites, Olana State 
Historic Site, Taconic Region 
(fig. 60) 

51. Study at Foot of American Fall 

ca. 1856-58 
oil on paper board 
9 13 /i6 x 11 in. (25.0 x 28.0 cm.) 
Cooper-Hewitt Museum, Smithsonian 
Institution, New York, New York 

52. Study for Under Niagara 1858 
oil on canvas 

ll 3 /4 x \IVz in. (29.8 x 44.4 cm.) 

New York State Office of Parks, 
Recreation and Historic Preservation, 
Bureau of Historic Sites, Olana State 
Historic Site, Taconic Region 
(fig. 61) 

See Day & Son 
William Forrest 
C. Risdon 
Risdon & Day 
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cat. no. 54 

Clay, Gosack & Go., Lithographers 

53. The Only Route via Niagara Falls and 
Suspension Bridge 1876 
lithograph 

17% x 25% in. (43.8 x 65.8 cm.) 

Bella C. Landauer Collection, The 
New-York Historical Society, 

New York, New York 

James Pattison Gockburn 

See C. Bendy 

Jonathan Edge 
C. Hunt 


Thomas Cole 1801-1848 

54. Niagara Falls n.d. 
oil on panel 

15 3 /4 x 24% in. (40.0 x 61.2 cm.) 
Collection Cranbrook Academy of Art 
Museum, Bloomfield Hills, Michigan 
(Corcoran Gallery of Art and New- 
York Historical Society) 

See Fenner Sears & Co. 

John Howard Hinton (Books) 

Jasper F. Gropsey 1823-1900 

55. Niagara Falls 1853 
oil on canvas 

48 x 72 in. (121.9 x 182.9 cm.) 

The Newington Cropsey Foundation, 
Greenwich, Connecticut 
(fig. 42) 

56. Niagara Falls from the Foot of Goat 

Island 1857 
oil on canvas 

15% x 24 in. (38.7 x 61.0 cm.) 

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 
Massachusetts, M. and M. 

Karolik Collection 
(fig. 80) 

57. Niagara Falls in Winter 1868 
oil on canvas 

12x20 in. (30.5 x50.8) 

The Art Institute of Chicago, 

A. A. McKay Fund 
(fig. 50) 

Currier & Ives active 1862-1901 

58. Niagara from Goat Island ca. 1865 
colored lithograph 

9 3 /s x 15 3 % in. (23.9 x 40.0 cm.) 

Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, 
Canada 
(fig. 44) 
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cat. no. 59 



George E. Curtis active 1856-1907 

59. Street's Pagoda , Overlooking Horseshoe 

Fall ca. 1873-87 
albumen print 
diameter: 6 5 /i6 in. (16.0 cm.) 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

60. American Fall—Ice Mountain 1870s 
albumen print 

IVi x 9 3 /i6 in. (19.0 x 23.4 cm.) 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 
(fig. 47) 

61. Niagara at Night , Photographed by the 

Electric 1llumination 1907 
albumen print 

15 5 /s x 2 OV 2 in. (39.6 x 52.0 cm.) 
Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 

62. Terrapin Tower ca. 1856-73 
stereoscopic card 

Private Collection 
(fig. 92) 

63. American Fall from Below late 19th 

century 

stereoscopic card 
Private Collection 

64. Prospect Point ca. 1856-73 
stereoscopic card 
Private Collection 


65. “Rock of Ages" and Whirlwind Bridge — 

Cave of the Winds late 19th century 
stereoscopic card 
Private Collection 
(fig. 91) 

66. Falls from New Suspension Bridge — 
Moonlight ca. 1869-73 

stereoscopic card 
Private Collection 
(fig. 45) 

67. La Signorina Maria Spelterini in her 

Grand High Rope Performance — 
Niagara July, 1876 1876 
stereoscopic card 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 
(fig. 97) 

Thomas Davies ca. 1737-1812 

68. Niagara Falls from Below ca. 1762-68 
watercolor on paper 

\3Vz x 20 5 /s in. (34.3 x 52.3 cm.) 
Courtesy of The New-York Historical 
Society, New York, New York 
(fig. 6) 

69. Niagara Falls from Above ca. 1762-68 
watercolor on paper 

131/2 x 20 3 /4 in. (34.3 x 52.7 cm.) 
Courtesy of The New-York Historical 
Society, New York, New York 
(fig- 7)' 

See Ignace Fougeron 


cat. no. 63 



cat. no. 61 
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Henry Davis active 1818-52 

70. The Horseshoe Fall\ from Goat 
Island 1846 

watercolor and gum arabic 
22 15 /i6 x 17% in. (58.2 x 45.5 cm.) 

Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, 
Canada 

71. The Horseshoe Fall from the Foot of the 
Shaft from Below Table Rock 1846 

watercolor and gum arabic 
23% x 20% in. (59.0 x 51.0 cm.) 

Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, 
Canada 

72. Autumnal Sunset , from Goat Island 1846 
watercolor and gum arabic 

17 3 /s x 23 in. (44.2 x 58.4 cm.) 

Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, 
Canada 
(fig. 29) 

73. Horseshoe Fall, from Table Rock 1846 
watercolor and gum arabic 

18% x 24 3 % in. (46.0 x 62.9 cm.) 

Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, 
Canada 
(fig. 30) 

Day & Son 

74. Niagara Falls ; from the American 

Side 1868 

(after Frederic Edwin Church, 
1826-1900) 
chromolithograph 
36% x 30% in. (92.7 x 76.2 cm.) 

Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 

Isidore-Laurent Deroy 1797-1886 

75. Niagara Falls from the American 

Side ca. 1828 

(after Jacques Milbert, 1766-1840) 
lithograph 

10% x 12% in. (26.7x31.7 cm.) 
Courtesy of The New-York Historical 
Society, New York, New York 
(fig. 19) 


cat. no. 76 

Orin E. Dunlap 1861-1953 

76. American Fall from Prospect Point 

ca. 1900 
albumen print 

5% x 8% in. (13.3 x 20.6 cm.) 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

77. President McKinley on Goat Island 1901 
albumen print 

6 3 /s x 8 15 /i6 in. (16.2 x 22.6 cm.) 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

Jonathan Edge n.d. 

78. The Falls of Niagara. This General View 
Above the English Ferry 1857 

(after James Pattison Cockburn, 
1779_1847) 

color aquatint engraving, restrike of 
plate originally engraved in 1833 
20% x 28 3 /s in. (52.0 x 72.1 cm.) 

The Charles Rand Penney Collection 
(Corcoran Gallery of Art and New- 
York Historical Society) 

See C. Bently 
C. Hunt 

J. W. Edy active 1780-1808 

79. Falls of Niagara ca. 1794 
(after George Bulteel Fisher, 

1764-1834) 
aquatint engraving 
25% x 38% in. (64.7 x 97.8 cm.) 

Public Archives of Canada, Ottawa 
(fig. H) 

James Erskine n.d. 

80. The Horse Shoe, Niagara Falls ca. 1784 
oil on paper, laid down on board 

16 x 21% in. (40.0 x 54.1 cm.) 

Public Archives of Canada, Ottawa 
(fig. 9) 


cat. no. 71 


cat. no. 70 


cat. no. 78 




cat. no. 77 
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Alvan Fisher 1792-1863 


81. A General View of the Falls of 
Niagara 1820 
oil on canvas 

34 3 /s x 4814 in. (87.4 x 122.5 cm.) 
National Museum of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, D.C. 

(fig. 21) 



cat. no. 84 


82. The Great Horseshoe Fall, Niagara 1820 
oil on canvas 

34 3 /s x 48V6 in. (87.4 x 122.2 cm.) 
National Museum of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution, 

Washington, D.C. 

(fig. 22) 

(Albright-Knox Art Gallery and 
Corcoran Gallery of Art) 

83. Niagara—The American Falls c. 1831 
oil on canvas 

34 x 48 3 /i6 in. (86.4 x 122.4 cm.) 
Courtesy of The New-York Historical 
Society, New York, New York 

George Bulteel Fisher 

See J. W. Edy 

William Forrest 1803-1889 

84. The Great Fall, Niagara 1875 
(after Frederic Edwin Church, 

1826-1900) 

engraving 

1014x22 in. (26.0 x 55.9 cm.) 

The New York Public Library, 

New York, New York 



cat. no. 83 
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Gies & Go. 



cat. no. 89 


Ignace Fougeron active ca. 1760-68 

85. An East View of the Great Cataract of 

Niagara ca. 1768 

(after Thomas Davies, ca. 1737-1812) 
engraving 

15 x 20 3 /4 in. (38.1 x 52.7 cm.) 

Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 
(fig. 5) 

Godfrey N. Frankenstein 1820-1873 

86 . Niagara Falls from Goat Island 1848 
oil on canvas 

48x36 in. (121.9 x 91.4 cm.) 
Anonymous Loan 
(fig. 52) 

Washington F. Friend active 1845-86 

87. Niagara Seen from Above the Canadian 

Falls ca. 1850 
watercolor 

21 5 /s x 49 in. (54.9 x 124.5 cm.) 

Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, 
Canada 

Heinrich Fuessli 1755-1829 

88 . Vue du Cataracte de Niagara , au Pais des 
Iroquois ca. 1776 

hand-colored etching 

1014 x 14 7 /s in. (26.0 x 37.8 cm.) 

Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, 
Canada 
(fig. 76) 


89. Spirit of Niagara / Pan-American 

Exposition 1901 

(after Evelyn R. Cary, 1855-1924) 

color lithographic poster 

48 x 25 3 /s in. (121.9 x 64.5 cm.) 

The Charles Rand Penney Collection 
(Corcoran Gallery of Art and New- 
York Historical Society) 

Regis Gignoux 1816-1882 

90. Niagara , The Table Rock—Winter 1847 
oil on canvas 

53 3 /s x 37 in. (135.6 x 93.9 cm.) 

U.S. Senate Collection, 

Washington, D.C. 

(fig. 49) 

91. Niagara Falls 1855 
oil on canvas 

47 3 / 4 x 71% in. (121.3 x 182.6 cm.) 
The High Museum of Art, Atlanta, 
Georgia. Lent by the West 
Foundation, Atlanta, Georgia. 
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cat. no. 95 


cat. no. 96 


cat. no. 92 


De Lay Glover ca. 1823-1863 

92. The Great International Railway 
Suspension Bridge Over the Niagara 
River 1859 

(after Ferdinand Richardt, 1819-1895) 
engraving 

20 3 /s x 32 in. (51.9 x 81.3 cm.) 

The Charles Rand Penney Collection 
(Corcoran Gallery of Art and New- 
York Historical Society) 

James Graham 
See F. C. Lewis 

Basil Hall 

See Basil Hall (Books) 

James Hamilton 1819-1878 

93. Niagara Falls. Canada Side 1846 
(after T. Taylor, n.d.) 
aquatint engraving 

16 3 4 x 27 3 4 in. (42.5 x 70.5 cm.) 
Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 

94. Niagara Falls. American Side 1846 
aquatint engraving 

11 *4 x 24 3 4 in. (28.6 x 62.9 cm.) 
Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 


R. Hancock 1730-1817 

95. The Waterfall of Niagara 1794 
hand-colored engraving 

9*4 x 15!4 in. (23.5 x 38.7 cm.) 

Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, 
Canada 

Charles Hart, Lithographer 

96. Niagara Leap by the Wonderful Buislay 

Family 1866 
lithograph 

22 7 /s x \SVs in. (58.2 x 46.0 cm.) 

The New-York Historical Society, 
New York, New York 


cat. no. 94 


cat. no. 93 
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cat. no. 91 


Robert Havell, Jr. 1793-1878 

97. Niagara Falls from the Chinese 

Pagoda 1845 

hand-colored etching and aquatint 
WA x 26 3 / 4 in. (43.8 x 67.9 cm.) 
Library of Congress, 

Washington, D.C. 

(Albright-Knox Art Gallery and 
Corcoran Gallery of Art) 

98. Panoramic View of the Falls of 

Niagara 1846 
hand-colored engraving 
W/z x 351/2 in. (26.7 x 90.2 cm.) 
Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 

99. View of Niagara Falls from the American 
Shore ca. 1850 

(attributed to Robert Havell, Jr.) 
oil on canvas 

36x48 in. (91.4 x 121.9 cm.) 

United States Department of State, 
Diplomatic Reception Rooms, 
Washington, D.C. 

George Heriot 

See George Heriot (Books) 


Herman Herzog 1832-1932 

100 . Niagara Falls, Brink of Horseshoe 1872 
oil on canvas 

32 x 45 3 /4 in. (81.3 x 116.2 cm.) 
Wunderlich & Co., Inc., New York, 
New York 

101. View of Niagara Falls in Moonlight 1872 
oil on canvas 

5514 x 47 in. (140.3 x 119.4 cm.) 
Museum of Fine Arts, Springfield, 
Massachusetts, The James Philip 
Gray Collection, with additional 
funds from the bequests of Richards 
Haskell Emerson, Ethel G. 
Hammersley, and Henry Alexander 
Phillips 
(fig. 46) 

(Corcoran Gallery of Art) 

Edward Hicks 1780-1849 

102 . The Falls of Niagara 1825 
oil on canvas 

31/2x38 in. (80.0x96.5 cm.) 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York, New York. Gift of 
Edgar William and Bernice Chrysler 
Garbisch, 1965. 

(fig. 36) 



cat. no. 99 
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cat. no. 105 


cat. no. 100 

John Hill 1770-1850 

103. Niagara Falls. Parr of the British Fall 

Taken from Under the Table Rock 1829 
(after William James Bennett, 
1787-1844) 

color aquatint engraving 
20 3 / 4 x W/z in. (52.7 x 41.9 cm.) 
Courtesy of The New-York Historical 
Society, New York, New York 
(fig. 25) 

104. Niagara Falls. Part of the American Falls 
from the Foot of the Staircase 1829 
(after William James Bennett) 

color aquatint engraving 
2314 x 1914 in. (59.0 x 48.9 cm.) 
Courtesy of The New-York Historical 
Society, New York, New York 
(fig. 24) 

Fred H. Holloway active 1840-53 

105. Horseshoe Falls ca. 1850 
oil on canvas 

2114 x 31 3 /4 in. (53.9 x 80.6 cm.) 

United States Department of State, 
Diplomatic Reception Rooms, 
Washington, D.C. 
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cat. no. 112 


G. Hunt n.d. 

106. The Falls of Niagara. This View of Table 
Rock & Horse-shoe Fall 1857 

(after James Pattison Cockburn, 
1779_1847) 

color aquatint engraving, restrike of 
plate originally engraved in 1833 
1714 x 2614 in. (43.8 x 66.6 cm.) 

The Charles Rand Penney Collection 
(Corcoran Gallery of Art and New- 
York Historical Society) 

107. The Falls of Niagara. This View from the 

Upper Bank, English Side 1857 
(after James Pattison Cockburn) 
color aquatint engraving, restrike of 
plate originally engraved in 1833 
2014 x 28 3 /s in. (52.0 x 72.1 cm.) 

The Charles Rand Penney Collection 
(Corcoran Gallery of Art and New- 
York Historical Society) 


108. The Falls of Niagara. View of Horse-shoe- 
fall from Below Goat-Island 1857 
(after James Pattison Cockburn) 
color aquatint engraving, restrike of 

plate originally engraved in 1833 
17 x 26 in. (43.2 x 66.0 cm.) 

The Charles Rand Penney Collection 
(Corcoran Gallery of Art and New- 
York Historical Society) 

109. The Falls of Niagara. This View of the 
Horse Shoe Fall from Goat Island 1857 

(after James Pattison Cockburn) 
color aquatint engraving, restrike of 
plate originally engraved in 1833 
2014 x 28 3 /s in. (52.0 x 72.1 cm.) 

The Charles Rand Penney Collection 
(Corcoran Gallery of Art and New- 
York Historical Society) 

See C. Bendy 

Jonathan Edge 


William Morris Hunt 1824-1879 

WO. Niagara Falls 1878 
oil on canvas 

28x24 in. (71.1 x 60.9 cm.) 

Smith College Museum of Art, 
Northampton, Massachusetts 
(fig. 70) 

111 . American Fall, Niagara 1878 
oil on canvas 

30 x 4114 in. (76.2 x 104.4 cm.) 

The Corcoran Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C. 

(fig. 69) 

112. The Rapids, Sister Islands, Niagara 1878 
oil on canvas 

30x43 in. (76.2 x 109.2 cm.) 

Art Gallery, Ball State University, 
Muncie, Indiana 


S. V. Hunt 

See William Cullen Bryant (Books) 
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cat. no. 114 


George Inness 1825-1894 

113. Niagara Falls 1884 
oil on panel 

16 x 24 in. (40.6 x 60.9 cm.) 

The Montclair Art Museum, 
Montclair, New Jersey. Bequest of 
Florence O. R. Lang. 

(fig. 82) 

114. Niagara Falls 1885 
oil on panel 

16 x 25 in. (40.6 x 60.9 cm.) 

Mr. and Mrs. Meyer R Potamkin 
(Corcoran Gallery of Art) 

115. Niagara Falls 1893 
oil on canvas 

46 x 70 in. (116.8 x 177.8 cm.) 
Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture 
Garden, Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, D.C. 

(fig. 71) 

(Corcoran Gallery of Art) 



William H. Jackson 1843-1942 

116. Niagara Falls from Prospect Point 

ca. 1898-1908 
colored photo print 
21x17 in. (53.3 x43.2 cm.) 
Library of Congress, 

Washington, D.C. 

(fig. 68) 

117. American Fall from Goat Island 

ca. 1898-1908 
colored photo print 
21 x 17 in. (53.3 x43.2 cm.) 
Library of Congress, 

Washington, D.C. 

118. Niagara , American Fall from the 

Foot of the Incline ca. 1898-1908 
colored photo print 
8 ! / 4 x lOVz in. (20.9 x 26.7 cm.) 
Library of Congress, 

Washington, D.C. 

119. Horseshoe Fall from Table Rock 

ca. 1898-1908 
colored photo print 
9x7 in. (22.9 x 17.8 cm.) 

Library of Congress, 

Washington, D.C. 

120. Niagara , Horseshoe Fall\ II 

ca. 1898-1908 
colored photo print 
9 x 7 in. (22.9 x 17.8 cm.) 

Library of Congress, 

Washington, D.C. 

121. Niagara , American Fall and Rock of 

Ages ca. 1898-1908 
colored photo print 
9x7 in. (22.9 x 17.8 cm.) 

Library of Congress, 

Washington, D.C. 


cat. no. 121 





cat. no. 123 



cat. no. 122 


John F. Kensett 1818-1872 

122. Niagara Falls ca. 1852 
oil on canvas 

13 x ZV/z in. (33.0 x 54.6 cm.) 

The Denver Art Museum. Gift of 
Mr. and Mrs. H. Richard Williams. 

123. Suspension Bridge ; Niagara Falls 1857 
oil on canvas 

9 3 / 4 x MVz in. (24.8 x 44.4 cm.) 
Thomas Colville Inc., New Haven, 
Connecticut 


124. Rapids Above Niagara ca. 1857 
oil on board 

9x 14 in. (22.9x35.6 cm.) 

Professor and Mrs. William B. Rhoads 
(fig. 40) 

125. Terrapin Tower, Niagara Falls 1857 
oil on board 

9x 14 in. (22.9x35.6 cm.) 

Professor and Mrs. William B. Rhoads 
(fig. 41) 

See George W. Curtis (Books) 
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cat. no. 132 


Frederick (1807-1874) and William 
(1809-1879) Langenheim 

126. Panorama of the Falls of Niagara 1845 
series of five daguerreotypes 

12 x 18!4 in. (30.5 x 46.2 cm.) 
Gilman Paper Company Collection, 
New York, New York 
(fig. 55) 

(Corcoran Gallery of Art and New- 
York Historical Society) 

127. Niagara Falls ; General View from Point 

View, Winter 1855 
stereoscopic glass 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

128. Niagara Falls, General View from Point 

View, Summer ca. 1856 
stereoscopic glass 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

See A. de Vaudricourt 

Sebastian Leclerc 1637-1714 

129. Elie enleve dans un Char de Feu 1700 
etching 

6 V 2 x W/z in. (16.5x29.2 cm.) 

Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, 
Canada 
(fig. 4) 


Noel Marie Paymal Lerehours 

1807-1873 

130. Niagara, Chute du Fer a Cheval 1841-43 
(from a daguerreotype by H. L. 

Pattinson, n.d.) 
aquatint etching 
5 3 / 4 x 7 ,5 /i6 in. (14.6 x 20.0 cm.) 

Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 
(fig. 54) 

Frederick Christian Lewis 1779-1856 

131. A View of the Westerly Branch of the Falls 

of Niagara Taken from the Table Rock, 
Looking Up the River, Over the Rapids 
1804 

(after John Vanderlyn, 1775-1856) 

aquatint engraving 

21 x 30!/s in. (53.3 x 76.4 cm.) 

Public Archives of Canada, Ottawa 
(fig. 13) 

132. General View of the Falls of Niagara 1845 
(after James Graham, active ca. 1845) 
engraving 

\2>Va x 40 5 /s in. (33.6 x 103.1 cm.) 

Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, 
Canada 

Frederick W. Lock 
See Edmund Walker 
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cat. no. 134 


cat. no. 133 


Charles Magnus & Co. 

133. Monsieur Bloadin's Walk Across the 

Cataract 1859 
color lithograph 

2514 x ll'/z in. (64.1 x 29.2 cm.) 
Library of Congress, 

Washington, D.C. 

(Albright-Knox Art Gallery and 
Corcoran Gallery of Art) 

Samuel Mason active ca. 1860-65 

134. Niagara Falls—July 26th 1865 with 

Messrs. Medina, Pettis, Adams , Lawrence 
and Trott 1865 
albumen print 

5 15 /i6 x 8*4 in. (15.0 x 20.9 cm.) 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

Peter Maverick 

See Theodore Dwight (Books) 

J. Merigot n.d. 

135. A Distant View of the Falls of Niagara 

Including Both Branches with the Island\ 
and Adjacent Shores, Taken from the 
Vicinity of the Indian Ladder 1804 
(after John Vanderlyn, 1775-1852) 
aquatint engraving 
21 x 30 Vs in. (53.3 x 76.4 cm.) 

Public Archives of Canada, Ottawa 
(fig. 12) 


cat. no. 136 

Jacques Milbert 

See Isidore-Laurent Deroy 

Minott n.d. 

136. Niagara Falls 1818 
oil on canvas 

30 x 40 5 / 8 in. (76.2 x 103.1 cm.) 
Courtesy of The New-York Historical 
Society, New York, New York 

Thomas Moran 1837-1926 

137. Cave of the Winds, Niagara ca. 1881 
oil on paperboard 

20Vs x MV's in. (51.0 x 35.8 cm.) 
Anonymous Loan 
(fig. 66) 

138. Rapids above Niagara 1885 
oil on canvas 

204 x 30‘4 in. (51.4 x 76.8 cm.) 
Donald and Kathryn Counts 
(fig. 65) 

John R. Murray 

See William James Bennett 
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Nagel and Weingartner, Lithographers 

active 1849-56 

139. Niagara Falls ; American Side 1855 
(after John Bornet, n.d.) 

color lithograph 

ZVA x 281/2 in. (70.5 x 72.4 cm.) 
Courtesy of Kennedy Galleries, 

New York, New York 

Herman F. Nielson active after 1883 

140. View of Niagara Falls in Winter 1885 
albumen print 

ISVz x 181/z in. (39.4 x 47.0 cm.) 

The J. Paul Getty Museum, 

Malibu, California 

H. L. Pattinson 

See N. M. P. Lerebours 

Lt William Pierie 

See William Byrne 
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cat. no. 139 








Ferdinand Richardt 1819-1895 

141. Niagara ca. 1855 
oil on canvas 

25 x33 in. (63.5 x 83.8 cm.) 
Collection of The Heckscher 
Museum, Huntington, New York 
(fig. 51) 

142. Niagara Falls 1856 
oil on canvas 

23 7 /s x 34 9 /i6 in. (60.7 x 87.9 cm.) 

The George F. McMurray Collection 
at Trinity College, Hartford, 
Connecticut 

143. Niagara Falls 1856 
oil on canvas 

63 x 95 in. (160.0 x 241.3 cm.) 

United States Department of State, 
Diplomatic Reception Rooms, 
Washington, D.C. 

(fig. 53) 

144. Niagara Falls ca. 1860 
oil on canvas 

56Vk x 35 3 /s in. (142.5 x 89.9 cm.) 
Private Collection 
(frontispiece) 

See De Lay Glover 

C. Risdon 

145. Under Niagara ca. 1862 
(after Frederic Edwin Church, 

1826-1900) 

chromolithograph over-painted by 
the artist 

\7Va x 30 5 /s in. (43.8 x 77.7 cm.) 

New York State, Office of Parks, 
Recreation and Historical 
Preservation, Bureau of Historic 
Sites, Olana State Historic Site, 
Taconic Region 


cat. no. 148 

Risdon & Day 

146. The Great Fall, Niagara 1857 
(after Frederic Edwin Church, 

1826-1900) 
chromolithograph 
17 x 36^2 in. (43.2 x92.7 cm.) 

Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 

Amos Sangster 

See Amos Sangster (Books) 

Fenner Sears & Co. 

147. A Distant View of the Falls of Niagara 

1831 

(after Thomas Cole, 1801-1848) 
engraving 

4 3 /8x5 1 /zin. (11.2 x 13.9 cm.) 

Private Collection 
(fig. 38) 

Hippolyte Sebron 1801-1879 

148. View of Niagara Falls 1850 
oil on canvas 

40 x 6 OV 2 in. (101.6 x 153.7 cm.) 

Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, 
Canada 

Elizabeth Posthuma Gwillim Simcoe 

1762-1850 

149. Niagara Falls , Upper Canada 

ca. 1792-96 

watercolor over pencil with scraping 
out on laid paper 
14 x 18 in. (35.6 x 45.7 cm.) 

Public Archives of Canada, Ottawa 
(Albright-Knox Art Gallery and 
Corcoran Gallery of Art) 


cat. no. 142 




cat. no. 149 





iUagara 


John P. Soule n.d. 


John Trumbull 1756-1843 


150. Cataract House, from Goat Island 
late 19th century 
stereoscopic card 
Private Collection 

Josiah Johnson Hawes (1808-1901) 
and Albert Sands Southworth 
(1811-1894) 


152. Niagara Falls from an Upper Bank on 
the British Side 1807 
oil on canvas 

24 3 /s x 36 9 /i6 in. (70.0 x 93.0 cm.) 
Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford, 
Connecticut. Bequest of Daniel 
Wadsworth. 

(fig. 14) 



cat. no. 150 


151. Niagara Falls n. d. 
daguerreotype 

8 V6 xbVz in. (21.6 x 16.5 cm.) 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York, New York. Gift of I. N. 
Phelps Stokes, Edward S. Hawes, 
Alice Mary Hawes and Marion 
Augusta Hawes, 1937. 

T. Taylor n.d. 

See James Hamilton 



cat. no. 151 


153. Niagara Falls from Below the Great 

Cascade on the British Side 1808 
oil on canvas 

24 7 /i6 x 36 3 /s in. (62.0 x 92.4 cm.) 
Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford, 
Connecticut. Bequest of Daniel 
Wadsworth. 

(fig. 15) 

154. Niagara Falls from Two Miles Below 

Chippawa 1808 
oil on canvas 

29 x 168 in. (73.7 x 426.7 cm.) 
Courtesy of The New-York Historical 
Society, New York, New York 
(fig. 16) 

155. Niagara Falls from Under Table Rock 

1808 

oil on canvas 

29 x 168 in. (73.7 x426.7 cm.) 
Courtesy of The New-York Historical 

Society, New York, New York 
(fig. 17) 

John H. Twachtman 1853-1902 

156. Niagara in Winter ca. 1894 
oil on canvas 

30 x 25 in. (76.2 x 63.5 cm.) 

New Britain Museum of American 
Art, New Britain, Connecticut. 
Harriet Russell Stanley Fund. 

(fig. 72) 

(Corcoran Gallery of Art) 

157. Niagara Falls 1894 
oil on canvas 

30 x 25Vs in. (76.2 x 63.7 cm.) 
National Museum of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution, 

Washington, D.C. Gift of John 
Gellatly. 

(fig. 73) 

158. Niagara Falls ca. 1894 
oil on canvas 

30 x 30 in. (76.2 x 76.2 cm.) 

Collection of Mr. and Mrs. Raymond 
Horowitz 
(fig. 83) 

(Albright-Knox Art Gallery and 
Corcoran Gallery of Art) 
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John Vanderlyn 1775-1852 

159. Study for Niagara Falls ca. 1801 
oil on canvas 

18 7 /s x Z6Vz in. (48.0 x 67.4 cm.) 

New York State Office of Parks, 
Recreation and Historic Preservation, 
Bureau of Historic Sites, Senate 
House State Historic Site, Palisades 
Region 

160. View of Niagara Falls ca. 1803 
oil on canvas 

Z2>Vz x 39!4 in. (59.7 x 99.7 cm.) 

Albany Institute of History and Art, 
Albany, New York 

161. Niagara Falls from Table Rock , n.d. 
(attributed to John Vanderlyn) 

oil on canvas 

24x30 in. (60.9x 76.2 cm.) 

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 
Massachusetts, M. and M. Karolik 
Collection 


162. Niagara Falls from the Foot of the 

American Fall ca. 1832 
(attributed to John Vanderlyn) 
oil on canvas 

84 x 60 in. (213.4 x 152.4 cm.) 
Private Collection 
(fig. 33) 

163. The Horseshoe Fall from Below Table 

Rock ca. 1832 

(attributed to John Vanderlyn) 
oil on canvas 

84x60 in. (213.4 x 152.4 cm.) 
Private Collection 
(fig. 34) 

See Frederick Christian Lewis 
J. Merigot 





cat. no. 164 


Lucas Weber 1811-1860 




cat. no. 166 

A. de Vaudricourt active 1845-46 


166. Niagara Falls 1843 

(after Karl Bodmer, 1809-1893) 
aquatint engraving 
15!4 x \9Vz in. (38.7 x 49.5 cm.) 
Library of Congress, 

Washington, D.C. 

(Albright-Knox Art Gallery and 
Corcoran Gallery of Art) 

Adam Weingartner active 1849-56 

167. Niagara Falls. Canadian Side 1856 
(after Thomas Benecke, active 

1855-56) 
color lithograph 
28 3 /4 x 34 y 4 (73.0 x88.3 cm.) 
Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 
(fig. 93) 

John Ferguson Weir 1841-1926 

168. Niagara Falls 1871 
oil on canvas 

42!4 x 35Vs in. (107.3 x 89.1 cm.) 
Yale University Art Gallery, New 
Haven, Connecticut. Gift of Dr. 
Henry Moseley, B.A. 1894. 



cat. no. 169 


164. Panoramic View of Niagara Falls 1846 
(after daguerreotypes by Frederick 

(1807-1874) and William (1809-1879) 
Langenheim) 
color lithograph 

ll 15 /i 6 x 28 n /i6 in. (30.1 x 72.9 cm.) 
Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, 
Canada 

W. Vivian 

See Thomas M. Baynes 

Edmund Walker n.d. 

165. Niagara Falls. Summer View of the 

American and Horseshoe Falls by 
Moonlight 1856 

(after Frederick W Lock, active 
1843-60) 
color lithograph 
191/6x30 in. (48.8x 76.2 cm.) 

The New York Public Library, 

New York, New York 
(fig. 43) 


Isaac Weld 

See Isaac Weld (Books) 

M. H. Zahner n.d. 

169. Niagara. Assisting Mrs. Taylor Out of the 
Barrel After Her Terrible Trip Over the 
Falls 1901 
stereoscopic card 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

Alexander Wilson 

See Alexander Wilson (Books) 

Richard Wilson 
See William Byrne 
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cat. no. 177 


cat. no. 179 


172. An Emblem of America 1800 
mezzotint 

12 3 /s x 9 3 / 4 in. (31.5 x 24.7 cm.) 

Print Collection, The New York 
Public Library, New York, New York; 
Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations 
(fig. 77) 

173. An Emblem of America 1809 
(after P. Stampa, n.d.) 

silk embroidery with paint and ink on 
cream satin 

14^ x 13!4 in. (37.5 x 33.6 cm.) 

Mrs. Robert B. Stephens 
(fig. 74) 

174. Two Ladies in Eront of Backdrop of 
Niagara late 19th century 

tintype 

3 9 /i6 X ZVz in. (9.1 x 6.3 cm.) 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 


17 7. View of Niagara Falls mid-19thcentury 
ambrotype 

5 1 / 2 x7 1 / 4 in. (14.0 x 18.4 cm.) 

Daniel Wolf, Inc., New York, 

New York 

178. Four Women Before the Falls 
late 19th century 
albumen print 

4Vs x 6!/8 in. (10.4 x 15.5 cm.) 

Private Collection 


179. Niagara from Point 1 
stereoscopic card 
Private Collection 


ca. 1860-73 


180. Goat Island Bridge late 19th century 
stereoscopic card 
Private Collection 
(fig. 85) 
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cat. no. 171 


cat. no. 176 


Unidentified 


170. Chute cTeau de Niagara 1697 
engraving, trimmed to plate or inside, 

laid down 

4 9 /i6 x 6Vz in. (11.7 x 16.5 cm.) 

Private Collection 
(fig. 2) 

171. View of Niagara Falls ca. 1780s 
oil on canvas 

27 Vz x 35 ! /4 in. (69.8 x 89.5 cm.) 
Kasper Gallery, Toronto, Canada 


175. The Heroes' Memorial 
lithograph 

17 x 15 in. (43.2 x 38.1 cm.) 

Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 

176. Niagara Falls ca. 1890 
albumen print in three parts 
12 15 /i6 x 51 3 /4 in. (32.8 x 131.4 cm.) 
The J. Paul Getty Museum, 

Malibu, California 











Books 

181. Album of the Table Rock, Niagara Falls 
and Sketches of the Falls and the Scenery 
Adjacent 1851 

Jewett, Thomas & Co., Buffalo, 

New York 

The New-York Historical Society, 
New York, New York 
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cat. no. 175 


182. John Gardiner Galkins Brainard 

The Poems of John G. C. Brainard. . . 
1846 

S. Andrus & Son, Hartford, 
Connecticut 

The New-York Historical Society, 

New York, New York 

183. William Cullen Bryant 

Picturesque America; or, the Land We Live 
In (2 vols.) 1872-74 

D. Appleton and Co., New York, 

New York 

Frontispiece in volume I 
by S. V. Hunt. 

The Corcoran Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C. 

184. Robert Burford 

Description of a View of the Falls of 
Niagara, Now Exhibiting at the 
Panorama . . . 1833 

T. Bartell, London 

Brock University Library, St. 
Catharines, Ontario, Canada 

(fig. 3D 

185. Andrew Burke 

Burke's Descriptive Guide; or, the Visitors' 
Companion to Niagara Falls ... 1853 
Andrew Burke, Buffalo, New York 
Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 

186. George W. Curtis 

Lotus-Eating: A Summer Book 1852 
Harper & Brothers, New York, 

New York 

Illustrated by John F. Kensett 
The New-York Historical Society, 

New York, New York 

187. Samuel de Veaux 

The Tails of Niagara; or. Tourist's Guide 
to this Wonder of Nature. 1839 
William B. Hayden, Buffalo, 

New York 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

188. William Dunlap 

A Trip to Niagara: or, Travellers in 
America . . . 1830 

E. B. Clayton, New York 

The New-York Historical Society, 

New York, New York 

189. Theodore Dwight 

The Northern Traveller: Containing the 
Routes to Niagara, Quebec, and the 
Springs . . . 1825 
Wilder & Campbell, New York, 

New York 

Frontispiece by Peter Maverick 
The New-York Historical Society, 

New York, New York 


190. Timothy Dwight 

Travels in New England and New York 
(4 vols) 1822 

Timothy Dwight, New Haven, 
Connecticut (vol. IV) 

The New-York Historical Society, 

New York, New York 

191. The Falls of Niagara: Being a Complete 

Guide to all the Points of Interest. . . 
1860 

T. Nelson & Sons, London, 

Edinburgh and New York 
The New-York Historical Society, 

New York, New York 

192. J. W. Ferree 

The Falls of Niagara and the Scenes 
Around Them 1876 
A. S. Barnes & Co., New York, 

New York 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

193. Linda deK. Fulton 

Nadia: The Maid of the Mist 1901 
White-Evans-Penfold Co., Buffalo, 
New York 

Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 

194. James T. Gardner 

Special Report of the New York State 
Survey on the Preservation of the Scenery 
of Niagara Falls . . . 1880 
Charles Van Benthuysen, Albany, 

New York 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 
(fig. 106, 107) 

195. James W. Greene 

Free Niagara: Nature's Grandest Wonder, 
New-York's Imperial Gift to Mankind 
1885 

Matthews-Northrup & Co., Buffalo, 
New York 

Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 

196. Basil Hall 

Forty Etchings from Sketches Made with 
the Camera Lucida, in North America, 
in 1827 and 1828 (4th ed.) 1830 
Cadell & Co., Edinburgh; Simpkin & 
Marshall, and Moon, Boys, & Graves, 
London 

The New-York Historical Society, 

New York, New York 

197. R. R Louis Hennepin 

A New Discovery of a Vast Country in 
America . . . 1698 
Printed for M. Bentley, J. Tonson, 

H. Bonwick, T. Godwin, and 
S. Manship, London. 

Local History Department, 

Niagara Falls, New York, Public 
Library 
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198. George Heriot 

Travels Through the Canadas . . . 1807 
Richard Phillips, London 
Illustrated by George Heriot 
The New-York Historical Society, 

New York, New York 
(fig. 18) 

199. John Howard Hinton, ed. 

The History and Topography of the United 
States of North America (2 vols) 

1830-32 

Simpkin & Marshall, London; 

Thomas Wardle, Philadelphia 
Frontispiece in volume II by 
Thomas Cole 

The New-York Historical Society, 

New York, New York 

200. George W. Holley 

The Fall of Niagara: With Supplementary 
Chapters on the Other Famous Cataracts 
of the World 1883 
A. C. Armstrong, New York, 

New York 
Private Collection 

201. William S. Hunter, Jr. 

Hunter s Panoramic Guide from Niagara 
Falls to Quebec 1857 
John P. Jewett & Co., Boston; Henry 
P. Jewett, Cleveland 
Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 
(fig. 94) 

202. Joseph Wentworth Ingraham 

A Manual for the Use of Visiters [sic] 
to the Falls of Niagara . . . 1834 
Joseph W. Ingraham, Buffalo, 

New York 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

203. F. H. Johnson 

Every Man His Own Guide at Niagara 
Falls 1852 

D. M. Dewey, Rochester, New York 
Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

204. Peter Kalm 

“A Letter from Mr. Kalm, a 
Gentleman of Sweden, now on his 
Travels in America, to his friend in 
Philadelphia, containing a particular 
Account of the Crat [sic] Fall of 
Niagara.” Gentleman s Magazine (vol. 
XXI) January 1751 
The New-York Historical Society, 

New York, New York 
(fig. 75) 

205. The Niagara Book: A Complete Souvenir 

of Niagara Falls ... 1893 
Underhill and Nichols, Buffalo, 

New York 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

206. Niagara through the Stereoscope 1900 
Underwood & Underwood, New York 

and London 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 


207. Myron T. Pritchard, ed. 

Poetry of Niagara 1901 

Lothrop Publishing Company, Boston 

Private Collection 

208. Amos Sangster 

Niagara River and Falls from Lake Erie 
to Lake Ontario 1886-88 
(edited by James W. Ward, vol. I, 
sec. 5, Remarque Edition) 

Thomas T. Fryer, Buffalo, New York 
Illustrated by Amos Sangster 
Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

209. Lydia H. Sigourney 

Scenes in My Native Land 1847 

T. Allman, London 

The New-York Historical Society, 

New York, New York 

210. Thomas Tugby 

Tugby's Illustrated Guide to Niagara 
Falls 1890 

Thomas Tugby, Niagara Falls, 

New York 
Private Collection 

211. W. E. Tunis 

Tunis's Topographical and Pictorial Guide 
to Niagara ... 1855 
W. E. Tunis, Niagara Falls, New York 
Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

212. Isaac Weld 

Travels Through the States of North 
America, and the Provinces of Upper and 
Lower Canada, During the Years 1795, 
1796, and 1797 Cl vols) 1799 
John Stockdale, London 
Volume I illustrated by Isaac Weld 
The New-York Historical Society, 

New York, New York 
(fig. 10) 

213. Nathaniel P. Willis 

American Scenery: or, Land, Lake, and 
River Illustrations of Transatlantic 
Nature {l vols.) 1840 
C. Virtue, London; R. Martin, New 
York, New York 

Volume I illustrated by William Henry 
Bartlett 

The New-York Historical Society, 

New York, New York 
(figs. 28, 90) 

214. Alexander Wilson 

“The Foresters: a Poem . . .” Port 
Folio (vol. Ill, no. 3) March 1810 
Illustrated by Alexander Wilson 
The New-York Historical Society, 

New York, New York 




Other 



cat. no. 217 



cat. no. 216 


Advertisements 

215. Samuel Hooker as Guide ca. 1834 
Buffalo and Erie County Historical 

Society, Buffalo, New York 
(fig. 23) 

216. Oldridges Balm of Columbia for 

Restoring Hair 1838 
Library of Congress, 

Washington, D.C. 

(Albright-Knox Art Gallery and 
Corcoran Gallery of Art) 

217. W. M. Laird's Elegant Footware 1892 
Local History Department, Niagara 

Falls, New York, Public Library 

218. Annual Excursion of the First and Second 

Free Baptist Sunday Schools to Niagara 
Falls late 19th century 
Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 

219. The New York Advertising Sign Co. 

late 19th century 

Staples & Charles, Washington, D.C. 


EXCURSION 

OF THE >/ 

First and Second Free Baptist 

SUNDAY SCHOOLS 

TO 



NIAGARA F ALLS 


Fare for round trip t « « * 

50 cts. 


CHILDREN 

UNDER TWELVE 


25 CTS. 


Tuesday, July 21st 

IS THE DAY. 

B E on hand at N. Y. C. Depot. Exchange Street, at 
10 o'clock sharp. For the convenience of those 
unable to reach the Depot, the train will stop, both 
going and returning, at Terrace Station, Porter Ave., 
Ferry St., and Black Rock. There will be plenty of 
room and a seat for everybody. 

Every arrangement is made for the convenience 
and comfort of all who go with us. The Hood Bros, 
will accompany the excursion, as usual, with an abun¬ 
dant supply of REFRESHMENTS of all kinds which 
will be on sale on the grounds at reasonable rates. 

Tickets can be bad of tbe members and at tbe train. 


cat. no. 218 
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Brochures 

220. Niagara Falls ; N. Y., Goat Island Group 
1873-85 

Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 

221. Official Programme of the Opening of the 
State Reservation at Niagara Falls ; 
N.Y., Wednesday, July 15, 1885 

Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 

222. Map and Guide of the New York State 
Reservation at Niagara ca. 1888 

Courier Lithographs Co. 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 
(fig. 105) 

cat. no. 229 223 . Queen Victoria Niagara Falls Park 

before 1898 

Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 

224. Canadian Scenic Route Niagara Falls 

Park & River Railway ca. 1900 
Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 
(fig. 108) 

225. Maid of the Mist Steamboat Company 

ca. 1900 

Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 

226. Buffalo and Niagara Falls, The Coming 

Industrial Center of the United States, 
Electricity the Power, Niagara the Source 

1904 

Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 


cat. no. 231 


227. Herman Moll 

A New and Exact Map of the Dominions 
of the King of Great Britain on Ye 
Continent of North America 1715 
engraving 

25 x 41 in. (62.0 x 103.0 cm.) 

Library of Congress, 

Washington, D.C. 

(fig. 3) 


228. H. Wellge 

Niagara Falls, N.Y. 1882 
lithograph 

17 5 /i6 x 29Vs in. (44.0 x 74.0 cm) 
Library of Congress, 
Washington, D.C. 


Maps 
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cat. no. 232 



cat. no. 235 


Objects 

229. Glass Cup Plate (The Maid of the Mist 

and Suspension Bridge) ca. 1855 
Boston and Sandwich Glass Co. 
glass 

diameter: 314 in. (8.9 cm.) 

Courtesy of The New-York Historical 
Society, New York, New York 

230. Niagara Branch Biscuit Box 1892 
wood, metal, paper 

11 x 11 x 19 in. (27.9 x 27.9 x 48.3 cm.) 
Nabisco Brands Inc., Archivist, 
Parsippany, New Jersey 

231. Niagara State Reservation 

Commemorative Medal 1885 
base metal 

diameter: 114 in. (3.2 cm.) 

Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 

232. Oval Platter (Niagara from the 

American side) ca. 1829-46 
Enoch Wood and Sons, Staffordshire, 
England 
glazed pottery 

14 7 /s x 11% in. (37.8 x 29.5 cm.) 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York, New York. Bequest of 
Mrs. Mary Mandeville Johnston, 
1914. 

233. Pin Cushion late 19th century 
muslin and glass beads 

5 3 /4 x 3 7 /s in. (14.6 x 9.9 cm.) 

Iroquois Brands Ltd. Collection, 
Greenwich, Connecticut 

(fig. 101) 


234. Plate (Table Rock, Niagara) 

ca. 1829-46 

Enoch Wood and Sons, Staffordshire, 
England 

glazed pottery, transfer decoration 
diameter: 1014 in. (26.0 cm.) 
Courtesy of The New-York Historical 
Society, New York, New York 

235. Purse ca. 1890 

cotton, glass beads, embroidery 
7 5 /i6 x 3 9 /i6 in. (18.5 x 9.0 cm.) 
Collections of The Strong Museum, 
Rochester, New York 

236. Purse with Flap late 19th century 
cardboard, twill, glass beads 

314 x 514 in. (8.2 x 14.0 x 5.0 cm.) 
Iroquois Brands Ltd. Collection, 
Greenwich, Connecticut 
(fig. 101) 

237. Souvenir Spoon ca. 1891 
sterling silver 

414 in (10.8 cm.) 

Iroquois Brands Ltd. Collection, 
Greenwich, Connecticut 

238. Souvenir Spoon ca. 1900 
H. Glenny, Sons & Co. 
sterling silver 

414 in. (10.4 cm.) 

Iroquois Brands Ltd. Collection, 
Greenwich, Connecticut 


161 






TABLE ROCK SCHOTTISCH. 



cat. no. 241 


CATARACT HOUSE. 

Souft. 

Jim/er/ Corner/ Bee/' 

Fish. 

Ha.m 

Chukena 

J. eg (jf Mu//on 

Tony tie. i— 


Jfoasl Beej' 

.Mu//on 
. Chickens 
real 
Lent/' 
Ttys s- 
Teal Tte.i— 
/■'is/i e— 

Tor A: 

Larnlt 

lurk&es. 




Yaswy 

. Tie * 

< '.’tcrr i • 

Berry*- . 




/ us/ and e— 

Pti/itiiny 


Y\vstu*vV. 

Butlrms ivu /. f/nuun/s 
Ice Cream . *— 


cat. no. 253 



cat. no. 245, 246, 239 


Post Cards 

239. Niagara Falls 1893 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

240. Niagara Falls 1897 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

241. Horseshoe Fall Canada 1898 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

242. Niagara Falls 1898 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

243. Niagara Falls. American Fall from Goat 

Island 1898 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

244. Niagara Falls by Moonlight 1898 
Local History Department, Niagara 

Falls, New York, Public Library 

245. Niagara Falls, N.Y. (Rock of Ages) 

1898 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 

246. Whirlpool Rapids and Capt. Webb 1898 
Local History Department, Niagara 

Falls, New York, Public Library 

Sheet Music 

247. Sarony and Major 

Table Rock Schottisch ca. 1850 
color lithograph 

Public Archives of Canada, Ottawa 

248. Sadie Koninsky 

Maid of the Mist Waltzes ca. 1900 
lithograph 

Koninsky Music Co. 

Private Collection 


Miscellaneous 

249. Certificate for Passing Beneath Table 

Rock, and Behind the Great Falling 
Sheet, Under the Falls of Niagara, to 
Termination Rock 1830 
Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 
(fig. 99) 

250. Cave of the Winds Certificate 1855 
Buffalo and Erie County Historical 

Society, Buffalo, New York 

251. Bath Island Register 1856-57 
Local History Department, Niagara 

Falls, New York, Public Library 
(fig. 88) 

252. Prospect House Autograph Book 

(vol. A) 

Local History Department, Niagara 
Falls, New York, Public Library 
(fig. 89) 

253. Bill of Fare, Cataract House 

mid-19th century 

Buffalo and Erie County Historical 
Society, Buffalo, New York 
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